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Captain Wolfe watched Katerina on the holovid in his jail cell. She was racing his car in his place. His hands clenched around the bars as he watched her narrowly avoid another car’s debris. The metal creaked under the strain, and he quickly relaxed his hands.
He’d been so stupid. Getting arrested was a rookie move. Sure, they would’ve lost their money, but Kat taking his place was the last thing he’d anticipated.
Wolfe watched her nimbly maneuver his car. He wasn’t sure why she was so interesting to him, but he could clearly see how she cloaked herself in secrets. There was something about Katerina now that wasn’t there the first time he met her: a darkness and pain that was never far away. He saw it in her eyes and the way she always smiled politely.
When Wolfe helped Katerina escape the prison, he was sickened when he saw her. The things she said, the way the drugs had affected her mind, and the way the officers had hurt her disturbed him.
He ran his hand roughly through his hair as he remembered the way her broken ribs pushed at her skin. They’d done that to her – beaten her. Why? 
Because of him.
Wolfe sat on the dirty, grimy mattress in his cell and rubbed his face. The poor girl was innocent. Katerina paid for his carelessness. That’s why he’d offered her a job. If she was nearby, he could protect her. It was the least he could do after what had happened to her. 
He glanced at the holovid, the projected image stuttered and the display winked in and out. Jail didn’t care about the quality of a holovid’s holographic projection. The robotic cameras followed his Honda from above. Stuck in that cell, the last thing he could do was protect her. Wolfe was finding it harder and harder to keep her safe when she went out and purposefully put herself in danger. He was angry that she’d taken his place in the race. She could die, and there was nothing he could do to stop her. Not when he was locked up in jail. He’d failed to protect her.
Again. 
He needed to get his priorities straight; otherwise, he’d end up making the same mistakes, and hurting her. Wolfe couldn’t wrench his eyes from the holovid, watching and waiting to see if she’d survive. He’d make it up to her. If he helped Katerina find her brother, maybe she would trust him.
Wolfe wasn’t sure why, but he wanted her to.




 
My name is Katerina Anderson, and everything I once knew has changed. There’d been no way to stop what had happened. I used to be normal. I used to live in the 21st Century, but now – none of that was true anymore. 
The year is 2512, and I spent the last five hundred years asleep, frozen in suspended animation. 
If I could take everything back and live out the last six months of my life with my friends, family, and loved ones while the cancer ate away at my body… only a week ago, I would’ve done it without hesitation. 
Now… was different. I wasn’t so sure anymore. I lived on a spaceship, the Wolfegang. I actually lived on it. I’d made a friend I couldn’t imagine my life without. Ricky was helping me adjust. He was helping me survive.
Then there was the captain of the ship. He’d taken me in and given me a home. Wolfe was just as vitally important to me as Ricky was, though I hadn’t quite figured out why yet. I wanted to assume it was because his was the first face I’d seen after escaping from prison. The horrors I’d witnessed, the torture, the drug-induced insanity… Captain Chase Wolfe had helped get me away from all that. He gave me a home and a promise to find my twin brother.
Sometimes, that promise seemed like the only thing that held me together. It seemed like without it, my walls would crash down around me, and I would drown in my grief and pain.
Celeste… she hated me from the start, though I still don’t know why. Then I won the race that almost blew me to bits, and I think I finally cracked her prickly exterior. She almost gave me a compliment.
“Not bad,” she’d said. “For a human.”
From a gorgeous alien with a superiority complex, that was a huge step. It was definitely progress, if nothing else and I took it gladly.
I’d slid across that finish line in first place, and then lost control of the vehicle. My car slammed into the wall, and I scrambled to get out.
The car exploded seconds later, along with the crowd.
Most of them had lost a lot of credits because of me. They’d bet on the other guy, the one I’d beaten.
People poured from the stands onto the track. I really didn’t think they wanted to congratulate me. They were screaming. Some wanted to know who I was. They reached out to touch me, their newfound god. Some cursed my borrowed name. 
I’d taken Wolfe’s name when I took his place. We had no time to file any of that obnoxious paperwork when the captain was incarcerated for twenty-four hours.
Ricky’s first concern at the moment was getting us out of harm’s way. His grip on my arm as he pulled me through the roiling crowd to an exit was unbreakable. He pushed through the people to the streets outside. Celeste held them back as well as she could, and Ricky hailed a taxi, shoving me in when it pulled up. Celeste got in after me. Then he slammed the door shut after us.
“Hey! What are you doing?” I demanded, rolling down the window.
He leaned in, his voice tight and rushed. “I’m going to get Wolfe. Celeste, protect Kat until we can get on the ship and off this bloody planet.” He closed the window.
“Hey! We can’t leave yet. What about finding Kris?” I hit the side of the taxi in frustration as Ricky walked away, not listening to me.
The note Kris left me back at the hospital was vague at best, but this planet was the last chance I had to figure out his stupid clue. If he wasn’t here, or we didn’t find something connected to him, I was screwed. It would be worse if I didn’t even have the chance to look.
Ricky was probably exaggerating about the danger we were in. It couldn’t be that bad. The taxi peeled off, leaving the coliseum and the seething crowd behind.
I immediately turned on Celeste. “What about Kris? I’ve got to look for him. I have to find something before we go, or all of this was a complete waste.”
“You’re bleeding,” she said calmly. “You don’t know what you are talking about. Humans are like that after they lose blood.” She shoved a rag against my head, attempting to stop the blood.
“What – you aren’t like that?” I demanded, snatching the cloth from her hand. I didn’t feel like being coddled. 
“No, I am not,” Celeste answered my rhetorical question. “Blood is unimportant to my mental functions.” 
We arrived at our hotel, and she gave the cabbie the credits due. Then she took me by my arm and pulled me out of the cab. 
We stepped into the hotel, and stopped as we saw the mass of people waiting in the lobby. There were cameras and reporters, as well as people clamoring to get a look. Celeste pulled me to the side and up a service stairway. Six flights was a long ways, but it was better than using the lift, which would show them where we were headed. 
As soon as we got to our room, she slammed the door shut behind us and locked it. “Start packing,” she said. “We need to be ready to leave as soon as Ricky gets here with the captain.”
“No.” I wrenched my arm out of her grasp and glared at her. “We’re not leaving until I find a clue, another note, something. This is the only chance I have. If we leave here without finding something, I might never see my brother again. The captain promised he would help me find him.”
Celeste wasn’t listening. She was moving around the rooms, and packing. “You can talk to the captain about it when he gets here. Get cleaned up.” She threw me a first-aid kit from the bathroom and continued her work.
I glowered at her and plopped onto my bed, dabbing at the worst of my injuries. The rag stung the exposed meat at my temple. I had to get the bleeding to stop before I could argue with Wolfe. 
Afraid of what he would say when he got back; I wondered how he would react. How angry would he be? I wasn’t sure what kind of a reaction to expect from him in this situation. 
The medicine hurt. Celeste was flitting around the room, graceful as a ballerina as she packed. She wasn’t treating me any better than before the race, but she wasn’t making nasty comments all the time either. I guessed that was an improvement.
Wolfe burst through our door with Ricky hot on his heels. “What were you thinking?!”
Well, that answered that question. 
“You could have died out there! You almost did!” He was pacing around like a caged lion, running his hands through his hair over and over until it stood straight up. I almost laughed, but instead, I bit my tongue. Not the right time or place.
“I’m sorry,” I ventured. “But I didn’t know what else to do. I had to take the chance. It was the only way.” My tone implored the logical side of him to see reason.
Wolfe sighed and stopped pacing. He sat down on the edge of my bed. “Yes, you seem to be very familiar with racing. Where did you learn to drive like that?”
Ricky pointedly looked everywhere else but at me. Celeste, on the other hand, watched me sharply with her peripheral. 
I fidgeted a little. “My brother taught me. He was really into stuff like that,” I answered.
“Well, here are the winnings, thanks to you.” Wolfe dumped bags of credits on the floor.
I pulled my feet back as they splayed out over the floor. “Jeez.” My mouth was hanging open. That was a lot of money.
“I know. We need to get out of here as soon as possible. You have a lot of admirers out there, but you also have a lot more people who want you dead for what you did. Get packed. We’re leaving in five.” Wolfe stood up and started helping Celeste.
Ricky came over and helped me with the last of my cuts. “So you aren’t banishing me or whatever?” I asked after the captain.
He looked over his shoulder. “No, but next time you disobey orders, I might.” I thought I saw a smile tug at his lips, but I couldn’t be sure.
“I’ll remember that,” I said under my breath. 
Ricky finished bandaging my wounds and I got up to stretch. The dried sweat was grossing me out. I was going to take a shower and come up with a convincing argument to stay. Wolfe couldn’t have forgotten his promise, could he?
The door to the hotel room blasted open. Whirling towards the noise, I reached for the gun that was usually on my hip, but wasn’t there. My eyes flicked to the nightstand where it lay harmlessly, too far for me to grab.
Three giant men wearing suits walked into the room carrying machine guns. I didn’t think I’d ever seen anyone that large before in real life. They were all over six feet tall and at least three hundred pounds each, with broad shoulders, thick meaty arms, and no necks. 
Wolfe stood in front of them with his arms crossed over his chest and stared them down. It was normally an intimidating pose, but these men made him look small in comparison. 
They made me nervous. Maybe there was some merit to Ricky’s suffocating concern.
“Hello Miss Wolfe,” the man in the middle greeted me. His voice was so deep and gravelly that the walls practically shook at his words. “My name is Arsenio.” 
Wolfe gave me an odd look. It was very weird for me to be addressed with his name, with him standing there and all. 
“Hi,” I said meekly, waving.
Then Arsenio stepped forward and around the captain until he was toe-to-toe with me. Wolfe moved to my side, warm and protective. It eased my sudden chill.
“Well done on your victory. The prize, as you know, is one-hundred-thousand credits. Now, as part of our local tax, we’ll need fifty percent of your winnings.”
“Excuse me?” I asked in disbelief. How ludicrous. I tried to clarify exactly what he meant. “Like an income tax?”
“Something like that.” They all slid the bolts back on their guns in unison.
“Am I being shaken down by the mafia?” I almost laughed. I thought that only happened in the movies. 
“We like to refer to ourselves as the Family.”
“I think we should do as he says,” Ricky suggested. He sounded sure, but cautious. The alarm he’d shown earlier was gone.
The captain glanced over at Ricky and nodded. Wolfe tossed the second bag to the thugs. We watched as they counted it out. Satisfied, they exited our hotel room. The last one paused at the door and stared at me. 
I really wanted to fidget under his gaze, but I resisted and held still.
“I’m Imre,” he said. “I’ll find you later. I have a private message for you.” And then he was gone.
“That was bizarre.” That was it? No violence or bodily harm? Those men were terrifying, but they were straight to the point and businesslike.
“We need to get out of here.” Wolfe grabbed my bag, the rest of the money and walked out of there.
We’d already taken care of the Family when Wolfe just handed over the money like it was no big deal. What could Ricky and Wolfe possibly be worried about now?
Why didn’t they fight the Family? Was there something I missed? And what could Imre possibly want with me? I stood there, thinking. Everyone else bustled around, packing while I did nothing. I had to be missing something.
“Is Wolfe mad?” I asked Ricky.
“No, but he doesn’t like when he’s not in control. I’ll get Celeste, and you make sure you get the rest of your things.”
I put on a sweater and grabbed my new swords, knives, and my pulse pistol. I buckled the pistol on my hip and threw the rest in the bag. I followed the others out the door, my shower forgotten. 
When I made it downstairs, the crowd was gone, and the captain had already checked us out of the hotel. I started panicking. Things were moving too fast. I needed to stay. I needed to find that giant and hear the message he had for me. It might be from Kris. I would risk any danger Imre might pose for the possibility of finding my twin.
The others were already down the street, and I ran to catch up. They headed straight for the ship at the docks. 
I tugged the hood of my sweater over my head to hide my face. I didn’t want to be recognized. I needed to pass through the streets like I was invisible. I glanced back at the hotel. I needed to find that man. 
Ricky and Celeste reached the ship, and Wolfe followed them up the ramp into the cargo bay. 
“Chase!” I called out.
He stopped at the doors. He seemed stunned that I called him by his first name. I would take what little time I could get. 
I ran up to him, and grabbed him by his arms so he would really look at me. My touch shocked him. His mouth hung open as he stared at me. I normally avoided physical contact at all costs, but I was desperate for more time. “Wolfe, please. I need to stay, just for a little while longer. My brother might be here. If he’s not, there might be a clue or something to lead me to him.” My eyes bore into his, pleading. “You promised.”
Wolfe looked torn. I knew he didn’t think it was safe. I knew he was still upset about that day’s events, but he needed to know I didn’t care how much danger there might be. Finding my brother was the reason I was on his ship in the first place.
“Katerina,” he began. His voice was tired, and his face told me how much he didn’t want to allow this. “I don’t think that’s the best idea.”
“Please.” My hands dropped from his arms. “Just one day, that’s all I need.”
Wolfe rubbed at his face and looked around. The docks were empty, everyone still at the coliseum. “You don’t understand,” he said. “You are the one they want, not any of us.”
I could tell his resolve was cracking. He knew he’d promised, and from what I could tell, he was an honorable man. It had to be eating at him. “I’ll be careful,” I said. “I promise. I’ll keep my comms on me at all times so you know where I am, and I can contact you if anything happens.”
Wolfe gave me a look, and I knew I’d won. He didn’t like it, but he was going to let me stay. “Just one day,” he said. His voice was stern. “That’s all.”
A grin broke out across my face, and I gave him a quick hug. It was my first voluntary act of touch; progress for me. “Thank you so much,” I said. “You have no idea what this means.”
It meant the world.
Wolfe smiled. It was a tired and world-weary smile, but I took it nonetheless. “Go put your things away and meet me in my office. I want to know what the plan is.”
We walked into the ship through the cargo hold. I didn’t see Celeste or Ricky anywhere. 
“No problem,” I said. “I’ll be right there.” 
Wolfe looked around at our cargo. “I might as well get Celeste and Ricky to buy supplies while we’re here. No one will be looking for them.” He turned to me. “I will see you in ten minutes Kat.”
I nodded. “I understand, Captain.”




 
I waited outside Wolfe’s office door, my things already put away. I could hear voices on the other side. I wasn’t sure why, but I didn’t feel like interrupting them.
“Celeste,” I heard Wolfe say. His voice was unmistakable. “Here is the list of parts and munitions we need to stock up on. Ricky, this is the list of foodstuffs. I’m sure you know if we need any medical items.”
There were sounds like someone moving around, and then I heard Celeste’s voice.
“I do not believe letting the human girl run around the planet on her own is a good idea,” she said.
“That almost sounds like concern,” Ricky said. I could practically hear the smirk in his voice.
“If you want her killed, that is not my business,” Celeste said. “I just want it known that I am not responsible if anything happens. I was against it from the beginning.”
Ricky spoke, “She’s outside the door.”
Damn alien. How was I supposed to eavesdrop when he gave me away?
The door slid open with Wolfe waiting on the other side. “Come in, Kat.”
I cautiously stepped into his office. Ricky and Celeste didn’t look like they were going anywhere. This conversation about my plan wasn’t going to be a private one. 
Okay then.
“Captain, you wanted to discuss my plan of action?”
Wolfe stepped aside and I took a seat on his couch, as far from Celeste as I could get. Ricky sat in one of the chairs at Wolfe’s desk, he was typing something into his tablet, his fingers flying over the display in shorthand. The captain walked around his desk and sat in his chair. I glanced around the room quickly. Somehow being in the same room with everyone seemed almost normal despite Celeste’s violet stare, and Ricky’s pointy teeth. Wolfe looked calm, but he seemed on edge with his impatient gestures. “Yes, I do,” he said. “Please inform me.”
I cleared my throat, suddenly nervous at the audience. I hadn’t spoken to Wolfe with anyone else in the room since we’d discussed my contract. “It’s not a solid plan, but I do have one. I’m going to find where the Family hangs out, its businesses, and ask for Imre. Then I will speak with him about the message he has for me. Alone.”
The silence after I spoke was thick, and I felt like I might choke on it. Wolfe didn’t look pleased.
“I was afraid that’s what you were going to say,” was all he said.
I didn’t understand. “You’re not going to tell me not to go through with it?”
Wolfe shrugged. “No. I don’t know of any other way to go about your business. I don’t personally know anyone in the Family to help you. You will use a false name?”
It was my turn to shrug. Honestly, I hadn’t thought about it. “I won’t use your name or mine, but if Imre knows who I am, it won’t be a problem.”
Looking at Wolfe while he thought, it made my palms sweat. I looked away, my gaze falling on his collection of books. The first time I’d seen them, I didn’t know the importance of something as simple as books. Paper was outlawed when Earth’s natural resources dwindled nearly to extinction. The supply now was limited, and actual books were expensive and hard to come by. It was just another thing about Wolfe that intrigued me. There was something beyond the hard exterior he always presented, something deeper than the soldier and the no-nonsense captain. He was still a man who didn’t look much older than me.
Wolfe powered up his tablet. “I want you to check in every hour with your comms, and I’ll be monitoring your location. While we wait for you to return, the shield will be up around the ship. You’ll have to contact me to have it lowered so that you can board.” He paused to really look at me. “Whether you find anything or not, we’re leaving after twenty-four hours. No arguments.”
I nodded. “Understood, Captain.” I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants. “If I have your permission, I want to leave as soon as possible.”
Without taking his eyes off the tablet, he nodded. “On the hour, Kat,” he reminded me.
I stood and left quickly before he could change his mind. No one said anything as I departed.
Once the door to Wolfe’s office closed, I took a deep breath. He was not happy about the situation, but he wasn’t going to stop me. As Ricky said, Wolfe wasn’t a fan of losing control.
I straightened, and brushed the hair out of my face. I would change clothes, just in case someone recognized my leathers, and grab a bigger jacket with a bigger hood. The metal floor rang with my steps as I made my way to my own quarters.
I quickly showered, put up my hair, and slipped on dark grey pants. My boots went over that, and I grabbed one of my over-sized, black t-shirts. The V-neck allowed my skin to breathe. I tucked a knife into a boot, buckled my pistol back on my hips, and then threw on a sailor’s coat. I took a quick look in the mirror and put the hood up. It cast a dark shadow over my face.
Quietly, I left the Wolfegang and commed Wolfe as soon as I was past the cargo bay doors. “I’ll check in one hour from now.” The shield went up with a crackle behind me.
There were still a few hours of sunlight left; I glanced at the sky to be sure. The smog made it difficult to tell. No one looked my way as I headed down the street. I would go to the market district first and see what I could find there. My best bet would be to look for the biggest guy I could find and ask him where I might find the Family. Giants seemed pretty regular for them.
The streets thickened with people running errands and doing business as I made my way further into the market. I almost couldn’t believe what I was doing. Was I insane? No one in their right mind would go looking for these guys. Desperate times called for desperate measures, I supposed.
My line of sight fell on a sign in Japanese for a mechanic’s garage. The advertisement claimed they could bring destroyed cars back to life. I peeked in as I passed, but stopped dead when I saw the man working on one of the cars.
He wasn’t necessarily giant-sized, but he was larger than any normal man had a right to be. I stepped over the threshold. The shadows from the building curled around me and hid my face even further. 
I pitched my voice lower than normal and asked, “Do you know a man named Imre?”
A grease-streaked face looked up in surprise from the engine. “And what would a little thing like you want with him?”
Annoyed, I decided to ignore the comment. I was by no means little, but compared to certain people, one might make that assessment. “He’s a friend.”
The mechanic put down his tool and wiped the dirt and grime from his hands. He approached slowly as he got a good look at me. “You sure about that?” he asked.
I shifted uncomfortably under his stare. The hood felt pretentious now, so I lifted it back just enough that the light hit my eyes. “He said he had a message for me,” I explained.
His face clouded, but I couldn’t tell why. Was it my face, or my words? “He’s at Papa’s. It’s down the alley behind my shop.”
I gave the man a quick smile in relief and started to leave.
“Oh, and girl?”
I looked back over my shoulder. The mechanic was back at the engine.
“Be careful.”
I wished people would stop telling me that. I left the garage and stepped back into the sunlight. It struggled to reach me through all the smog, painting the streets in a bruised purple. My hood went back up to cover my face.
I moved carefully around jagged shards of metal and trash as I turned down the alley. There was hardly any room between the two walls of the buildings, but I made it through. 
The alley opened up into another street, and I took a quick look around before I stepped into the wide street. I saw the sign directly across from me. Before I crossed, I looked in all visible directions; no one seemed to be looking for me, or recognize me. Invisible, just as I’d hoped.
The sign for Papa’s was neon blue, flickering every once in a while. I couldn’t tell from the outside what the place was supposed to be. The windows were dark, and the door looked like it was barely holding on.
My hand brushed the doorknob. The metal was sticky with something, and nasty. I quickly turned the knob before I could think too much about it. The inside was just as dark as the windows. It took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust. Instead of lights, there were candles. The warm, yellow light felt weird to me. After weeks in space, I was used to the bright, white LED lights. 
Softly, I closed the door. I noticed a panther etched into the door, right next to the knob. I traced it gently; not understanding what something like that would be doing in a place like Papa’s.
There was movement, I whirled around, and my eyes zeroed in on the man behind the bar. My nerves must have been getting to me more than I knew. The bartender said nothing. He kept cleaning his glass with a dirty rag. His face was expressionless.
With my back to the door, I looked around. It appeared to be a restaurant. Candles littered every surface, their soft glow getting brighter as my eyes fully adjusted to the dim interior. 
The tables were empty, their checkered tablecloths clean and neat. Why was no one there to eat? Slowly, I stepped forward. The bartender’s gaze followed me as I moved.
Then I saw him.
Imre was sitting in the back of the restaurant eating what looked like spaghetti. It was a scene straight out of every single mafia movie I’d ever seen, especially with the red-and-white checkered tablecloth. Imre and his mafia persona couldn’t be more cliché if he tried. I kept myself from grinning. He couldn’t be the only Family member in the restaurant. The bartender was sure to have a pulse rifle under the bar.
Imre’s blue eyes found me. “Hello gorgeous!”
The sound of his deep, gritty voice was still as unsettling as it was the first time I’d heard it. My footsteps didn’t make a sound as I crossed the room and sat down across from him. A waiter in a tuxedo came to my side. “Would you like anything to eat?” the waiter asked.
I waved him away. “No thank you,” I replied automatically. I instantly changed my mind when I smelled something blissful. “Actually, some water and bread would be amazing.” Bread wasn’t kept onboard the Wolfegang. It easily got moldy and stale. Fresh bread was such a rare treat.
The table was tiny for two people. Our faces were less than a foot apart from each other. Imre’s body mass extended out from both sides of the table substantially. He took a bite of his pasta and watched me. I waited. He was the one who wanted to talk to me. The man in the tuxedo came back with my water and bread. He even brought butter. It looked real, not like the flavorless stuff we kept on the ship. I took a thick slice of the bread, and slathered it with butter before taking a bite.
My eye caught the flickering lights behind Imre’s shoulder. There was a holovid up in the corner of the room, quietly broadcasting a news channel. The images meant nothing to me. I put the bread down and focused on Imre.
The entire time I’d been waiting for him to say something he’d been watching me and every movement I made. I took a sip of water and met his gaze over the glass.
Imre smiled; it was big and reassuring. It lit up his eyes, and he looked like the happiest person in the world. “I’m so glad you found me,” he said. “I heard your ship was preparing to leave the planet.”
I couldn’t help but smile back at him. “I convinced the captain to wait a day. I felt it was important.”
Imre held his hands open, like I was old family he was waiting to hug. “It is, love. I would like to officially introduce myself.” He got out of his chair with a grace that shocked me and bowed over my hand, not quite touching his lips to my skin. “Imre, at your service.”
My face broke into another grin that mirrored his. “My pleasure, I’m sure.” His good mood was so infectious. It was weird. “Would you like to tell me about the private message you have for me?” I asked it nonchalantly, like I didn’t really care if he answered me or not.
I took up the piece of bread again, luxuriating in the warmth of it. It smelled like it had come right out of the oven. I watched him carefully, looking for a reaction. His smile didn’t waver.
“You really must try some of the wine. We have it imported specially. It’s as close to a Sicilian as you can find.” Imre motioned for the waiter.
I patiently waited as the waiter brought out a glass and poured the wine. Imre spoke with the waiter in a language that I would bet my life on was some form of Italian. I had time. In fact, I happened to be ahead of schedule. Finding Imre only took me a little under an hour. 
The waiter handed me my glass, and I took it without saying a word. I crossed my legs and stared into the wine, the red liquid swirling and swirling. It was mesmerizing.
“Look Imre, I’m only here to find out what you wanted to tell me. If it has nothing to do with why I asked my captain to give me one more day on this planet, then I have to leave and continue searching.”
For the first time since he spotted me, his face became pensive, almost serious. “You are here because of someone you lost.”
Instantly, my hand stilled, and my gaze turned from the dark red depths of my glass to his blue eyes. He could be talking about anything. “Explain.” There was no room for games when someone was lost.
“He told me to look for a beauty like you.” Imre’s voice was quiet, but I could practically feel every word. When he spoke, the deep bass of his voice shook my bones. My hands started sweating again as my blood pressure spiked with adrenaline. “He told me, ‘She will be beautiful and odd all at once.’ And when I asked him what he meant by odd, he showed me.”
I didn’t dare move. There was only one person I knew who could possibly have someone looking out for me on this particular planet. I had to hear him say it, to say the words that would tell me where to find Kris. 
“He said to look for the fastest dame, with eyes like his. I haven’t seen that charcoal grey of his until I came across you.”
The hand that held my glass was shaking, and the wine sloshed against the sides. I could barely breathe. I was so incredibly nervous, anxious, and… hopeful. Maybe I was close to finding him. Maybe I would see Kris soon, and everything would be okay. I took a sip of the wine to try and steady my nerves. Then I set the glass on the table, away from my shaking fingers.
Imre brushed a huge, meaty hand against my cheek, gentler than I would have thought. I was too anxious to even attempt to move away from his touch. I looked up at him, and his eyes bore into my own with an intensity that was disconcerting. 
His hand left my face, and I noticed a dark mark on his skin, on his forearm near the crook of his elbow. I snatched his arm and looked at it closely. It was a tattoo of a panther, the same one that was carved onto the door.
He watched me, but said nothing. I let him go. I had questions. Something else was going on, something I was missing.
“What else did he say?” I asked. There were a thousand other questions I wanted to ask, like where Kris was, and why couldn’t I see him? I was desperate to know everything I could, but I knew I had to be careful. Until I knew what exactly was going on, I wouldn’t push too hard.
Imre sat back, his eyes shining. He knew I wasn’t stupid, that I’d made a connection somehow, but he didn’t get angry or have me thrown out of the tiny restaurant. He simply answered my question. “He didn’t say anything else,” Imre said. “He just told me to give you this.”
A delicate slip of paper lay in his hand. It was odd that it was on paper, since it was expensive. It looked relatively clean, like it hadn’t spent much time in someone’s pockets. The note could easily have been in a drawer, in a desk somewhere all the time it waited for me.
I almost didn’t breathe, afraid it would flutter away and I would never see it again. I took it and held it as softly as I could, but didn’t open it. I couldn’t yet. I was getting the feeling this was all I had to go on, all Kris had left me. 
Somehow, Imre was connected to my brother, and I wanted to find out how, if that was even a possibility. It wouldn’t hurt me to stay a little longer and talk to him. 
The tiny slip of paper went into my boot, right next to my knife. I picked up the wine and took another sip. “Thank you, Imre. It means a lot to me that you made sure I got that.”
Imre was back to smiling. “It’s no problem at all, love.” He took another bite of pasta. 
I eyed his plate, not sure how to ask him what I needed to. I had to buy myself a little more time. “You know what,” I told Imre. “I would love something to eat. Would that be all right?”
Imre couldn’t wave the waiter over fast enough. “Give her whatever she wants.” 
I started swirling the wine again. “I’ll have what he’s having, and some more bread please, fresh.” 
The waiter bowed with a small smile and was gone before I could thank him. How could I possibly ask Imre how he knew my brother without him clamming up about whatever he was hiding? He was very nice and accommodating, but he skirted around the details of my brother like he was afraid of the consequences. 
“So how did you meet him?” I asked, blunt and to the point as always. I was never that great with subtlety.
“It’s a boring story,” he said with a laugh.
I didn’t look up from my glass. I liked Imre. I really did, but if he was going to annoy me with secrecy that would quickly change. “It’s been so long since I last saw him,” I said. “Any story would be nice to hear.”
He took a bite of his food and smiled again. It was so genuine. How was this man a part of a mafia-like mob called the Family? I really didn’t know the whole story. Maybe I was getting all the details wrong, but the dichotomy was confusing.
“He was a racer here for a little while. He said he needed money to get back to you and to take you somewhere.”
Everything he said was so incredibly ambiguous. Not once had he said my brother’s name, not once had he said mine. Why? Frustrated, I chewed on my lip.
“What’s his name?” I asked. My fingertips traced the lip of my glass as I smiled at him, feral and demanding. 
Imre looked around the restaurant nervously. “It’s probably not a good idea to say.”
The alarm on my watch went off. I clicked my comms. “Checking in, Wolfe.” I clicked it off again, all without breaking my eye contact with Imre. 
I cocked my head. “Why not? You could have the wrong girl. I just want to make sure you didn’t get me mixed up with someone else.”
His eyes were serious as he watched me. There was no smile on his face now, and sweat poured from his hairline. 
Imre grimaced. When he spoke, it was almost too quiet for even me to hear. “He goes by a few different names, but the one you would know is Brother, and his given name Kris.”
I slowly let out the breath I didn’t know I was holding. I glanced at Imre before reaching down to my boot and snagging the note.
The waiter brought my food to me then—fresh bread and what looked like chicken parmesan and spaghetti. Imre took a huge gulp of wine as he watched me. I thanked the waiter and didn’t open the note until he left.
There were only two words on the note, and they made no sense. ‘Aralia, Enzo.’ The words meant absolutely nothing to me. I tucked the note back into my boot and took a bite of my food. It was delicious. “Why did you avoid saying his name?” I asked.
Imre shifted and took another long sip of wine. “You aren’t the only one looking for him.”
My eyes were drawn back to the holovid. A news reporter was speaking, but I couldn’t hear the words. People were rioting behind her. “Hey, can you turn that up?” I asked the bartender.
Imre turned around, and his face turned white. 
“Another demonstration here in front of the coliseum…” the reporter said.
“What’s going on there?” I asked.
“Nothing good.” Imre wiped the sweat from his face.
Something weird was happening. I recognized Federation uniforms. Why was the Federation breaking up a protest? The very people I was avoiding were on this planet, a place that didn’t follow the true reigning government. These soldiers here didn’t bode well, regardless of the reason they were on Speed.
“Members of the Jaguarundi are being taken into custody…” the woman’s voice came out clear, but I had no idea what she was talking about or why it was making Imre so uncomfortable.
I turned back to Imre and asked, “Have you read the note?”
“I have,” he answered. “Your brother told me I should.” He still watched the holovid.
The waiter rushed up to our table and whispered something in Imre’s ear. I only caught a few words: ‘protest’ and ‘Federation.’ Somehow, what was going on in the streets was connected to the Family. 
Imre nodded and then waved him away. He stood up so quickly I jerked back in shock. His large hand encircled my arm, and he pulled me up and out of the chair. “You need to leave, now.”
He led me further into the back of the restaurant where there was another door. “We’re about to be raided by the Federation, and it’s not safe for you to be here.” He let go when we both were in front of the door, and he rolled down his sleeves to cover his tattoo. 
“Why isn’t it safe? What exactly is going on?” I asked.
Imre held my shoulders softly. “I don’t have the time to explain everything. I need you to get back to your ship and leave this planet as soon as possible.” He gave me a quick hug, and I felt him slip something into the pocket of my coat.
When he drew back, he pulled my hood up with a sad smile. “I left you my calling card. If you ever need anything from me or the Family, don’t hesitate to ask.” And he pushed me out the door.
I was left outside in another alley with more questions than I started with. I took Imre’s advice and made my way back to the Wolfegang as quickly as I could, making sure not to bring attention to myself. 
Whatever was going on, I didn’t want to get caught up in the middle of it.




 
Night had fallen while I was in Papa’s, and the stars were absent from the sky. There was too much light emanating from the planet to see them. I made my way slowly back to the ship, keeping to the walls and shadows. I glanced over my shoulder and decided to take the long way back to the Wolfegang.
I didn’t take the alley back since I could easily get trapped there. The Galactic Federation troops were supposed to be in this area soon. I needed to avoid them. They weren’t here for me, and I didn’t want to think about what they would do if they caught wind that I was on the planet.
Yelling and shouting echoed off the buildings of the empty streets. The sounds of stomping feet bounced off the asphalt. Every noise made me jump. They were heading in the opposite direction of me by the sound of it. I breathed a sigh of relief. Only a little further to the Wolfegang. My heart pounded as I weaved my way through the market. No one looked my way, and there were only a few people on the main streets going about their business. It took all of my self-control not to sprint the rest of the way to the ship. 
When I reached the end of the market, the docks spread out before me, and I could see the ship only a few hundred yards away. I made sure my hood was secure over my hair and placed my hands in my pockets, trying to look inconspicuous. I walked up to the ramp that led to the cargo bay doors. Even though I couldn’t quite see the shield, I knew it was there. The electricity from it had the hair on my arms sticking up. I clicked on my comms. “Wolfe, I’m outside.”
I didn’t get a reply, but I felt the electricity dissipate. I reached out tentatively and didn’t get a nasty shock. The cargo bay doors started to creak open. I ran up the metal ramp into the cargo bay. My fist slammed the button to the doors, and I watched as they slid closed, the metal screeching.
I headed up the stairs as I commed Wolfe. “How soon can we leave?” I asked.
His voice crackled over the transmission. “Celeste and Ricky aren’t back yet. We can leave as soon as they’re aboard.”
I paused at the landing. It was just Wolfe and me onboard the ship, a perfect opportunity to talk to him about everything I’d learned. “We might want to ready the ship to leave the second they get here,” I said. My hand hovered over the comms. “I’ll meet you in your office?”
“I’m already there.”
I didn’t respond and ended the transmission. Maybe Wolfe could help me find out what the words on Kris’s note meant. Renewed with purpose, I strode down the halls, through the common area and galley, and straight to the captain’s office. The door slid open soundlessly before I could even knock. 
Wolfe stood aside with a tight smile. He must’ve sensed the urgency in my voice over the comms. I plopped down on his couch and took a breath to calm my heart. The adrenaline still pumped through me with no signs of alleviating. I had to convince myself everything was fine; that I was safe. The Federation had no idea I’d been at Papa’s.
My shaking hands fell into my lap and went limp. I was in the safest place I could be.
“Are you okay?” Wolfe asked. His face was creased with concern.
“I’m fine,” I answered smoothly. I was getting better at lying.
I snagged the note from my boot and handed it to him. “It’s from my brother,” I explained.
“Really?” Wolfe asked. Surprise and relief crossed over his face. 
As I watched him, I wished I could understand what he was thinking and why he reacted the way he did.
“It’s just another clue,” I said. I was so tired of clues, and I hated puzzles. I was going to punch Kris right in the face when I saw him again. What was going on that he couldn’t just give me a direct comm?
Wolfe read the note. “Aralia, Enzo?” he asked. “I know the Galactic Federation base there.”
“It’s a military base?” I asked. What business did my brother have on a military base? I rubbed my face as I tried to keep calm and not panic. The situation was getting stickier and stickier. The odds I would be able to get to the base were very slim. I didn’t even know how far away it was from Speed. The trip could take months, and then what? What was I supposed to do? Kris hadn’t given me any further instructions.
Wolfe sat on the edge of his desk and stared out the window. He knew something more about this base. I waited and watched. He better tell me what he knew.
“Were you stationed there?” I asked, taking off my coat.
He looked at me sharply with calculating eyes. I got the impression he didn’t like talking about his past much. Wolfe handed the note back to me, and I tucked it away. He rubbed his jaw before answering. “Yes, I was stationed there, but only for a short time.” He ran his hand through his hair, a gesture I noticed he did a lot. His eyes reflected the memories of the time he’d spent there. “I was in the military for ten years with an honorable discharge,” he explained.
I raised an eyebrow. Exactly how old was he? “So what’d you do to get kicked out?” An honorable discharge was just a pretty way to say you did something they didn’t like. It wouldn’t be enough to get a dishonorable discharge. They usually reserved that for law breaking and a terrible reputation.
He stared at me, mouth agape. I couldn’t tell if it was in horror or shock, perhaps a little of both.
“You know, it’s not polite to stare.” I shifted my weight. He was making me uncomfortable. I hadn’t meant to put him on the spot, but he was the one who brought up the discharge.
He closed his mouth. “You amaze me. Always when I think I’ve got you figured out,” he said softly.
I looked at him closely. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he was interested in me as more than a friend. While it was flattering, I wouldn’t even consider the idea. It would only complicate my life further. 
I was utterly grateful to Wolfe for being so generous and giving me a new life, but being more than a friend wasn’t in the cards. Kris was my priority. If I had to leave the crew and the ship to find him, I would, without hesitation.
I had to remind Wolfe of the huge gap between us. “Sir?” I asked, hoping for clarification. That rank barrier could be very useful. 
“I refused to comply with certain orders,” he told me.
Wolfe looked away briefly to check something on his tablet. I studied his face. The muscles in his jaw and cheeks were clenched. Whatever came next, he still couldn’t think about it without reliving the experience. 
He stared straight into my eyes - telling me he knew I was studying him and to get a good look. Wolfe’s gaze roiled with pain, something I could relate to. I was about to ask when he turned away from me again. “When Ricky and Celeste get back, we’ll talk with them about setting a course to Enzo.”
That’s it? He would take me there, no questions asked? “Sir, I don’t understand. Why would you fly me there? I don’t even have a plan of action, and I have no idea how to even get into a military base as a civilian.”
Wolfe put down his tablet and gave me his full attention. “As a civilian, you shouldn’t even know that military base exists. It’s top-secret and highly classified, even to military personnel. If we want to get in, we’ll have to pose as soldiers.”
I chewed on my lip, not sure that would work. “You think that’s a good idea?” I asked. “How would we pull that off?”
“Being ex-military has its advantages.” He crossed his arms and gave me a blank look. Everything I thought I’d seen behind that militant exterior was gone.
“So it does.” I still wasn’t satisfied. There was one last thing I wanted to know. “Why take me there at the drop of a hat?” I asked. “You have your map, and whatever mission that involves, not to mention your original course before I came aboard was Anarkia. How does all that fit in?”
“Anarkia was a final destination. It’s where one of our safe houses is located. As a passenger you didn’t need to be informed of that, but as crew you have the right to know.” Wolfe’s smile was small and sad. 
Something was bothering him.
“Captain, why is the shield down?” Ricky’s voice crackled over the comms system.
I would have to ask exactly what was on his mind later. We had to talk to Celeste and Ricky about the new flight plan.
Wolfe gave me an apprehensive look, like he knew I wouldn’t forget our conversation and all the questions I still had. He signaled back. “Kat just arrived. Go ahead and bring everything onboard. Is Celeste with you?”
Silence for a few seconds and then, “Yes.”
“Good. As soon as everything is loaded, the two of you come straight to my office.”
“Yes, sir.”
The transmission ended, and Wolfe and I sat in silence. 
Maybe the other two would have questions similar to the ones I had spinning around in my head. I eyed the captain from my spot on the couch, and brought my legs up under me. I was always more comfortable that way. 
Wolfe was back on his tablet, studying whatever information he had on there. He seemed engrossed by its contents; he didn’t look up once until the door slid open to let Ricky and Celeste in.
Ricky was all smiles and he seemed relaxed, despite his resistance to letting me roam the city alone. Celeste on the other hand looked immensely annoyed. The market was probably affected by the raids. I hadn’t even thought about that. I grimaced; whoops.
“Did you know the Federation was all over the city?” she demanded the second she crossed into the room. 
I cringed. That was probably something I should’ve mentioned to Wolfe.
Wolfe glanced at me, and I knew he could see the guilt on my face. He didn’t react at the news. All he said was, “We need to be ready to leave this planet in the next few minutes. We’re changing course and heading to the Seifu Galaxy.”
Celeste’s eyes widened, and she gave him an incredulous look. “That is the wrong direction. Anarkia is only 1,500 light years from here. Why would you change our heading to a location over 200,000 light years away? That trip will take weeks!”
Ricky gave me a look. He knew exactly why we would change course.
“Enzo is our new destination. We now have the supplies we need for the journey, and I have not made the progress I should’ve on the map,” Wolfe said. He set down his tablet and crossed his arms. His gaze never moved from her face. 
“Enzo!” she exclaimed. “That is the last place we should be heading. Seifu is where the Capitol is located! That section of space will be brimming with Federation! What are you thinking?”
I jerked in response to the sharpness of her words. When she put it that way, it sounded like a terrible idea. Kris sure made finding him as difficult as possible.
Wolfe straightened. She was outright arguing with his authority, and it looked like he didn’t appreciate it. “Celeste, as my first mate and weapons master I expect you to evaluate the dangers of a mission, but I also expect you to trust my judgment and follow my orders. I promised Kat I would help her find her brother. New information leads us to believe we might find him there.”
Celeste’s face turned ugly, and she glared at me. “We will be risking our lives for her? This is by far the most imbecilic idea I have ever heard.”
I kept quiet. This was not my fight. The captain and first mate were butting heads, and it wasn’t pretty.
“Captain, I strongly advise against this.” She planted her feet and crossed her arms, ready for a fight.
“Silence!” Wolfe yelled. “I have already decided what we are doing. I will not change my mind! I want you at your station in five minutes.” He stalked across the room and left his office, leaving the rest of us to stand there awkwardly.
Celeste was suddenly in my face, pressing me back against the couch. “If anything happens to the captain, it will be you to blame,” she hissed.
I winced as she whipped around and stormed out. I released my breath slowly. The danger of the situation hadn’t escaped my attention. Wolfe had put me in a tight spot, but he was also keeping his word. I didn’t know what to do.
I looked across the room at Ricky, who was still standing next to the door. He seemed frozen in place. 
My hands shook. I quickly stood and shoved them in my pockets again. The argument between Celeste and Wolfe reminded me of all the ugly moments between my parents.
“I didn’t ask him to take me to Enzo,” I told Ricky quietly. “It’s not my place.”
Ricky sighed and crossed the room. “I know,” he murmured. His arms encircled my shoulders, and he gave me a hug, gentle and loose. He left me the opportunity to move away if I wanted. I let out a huge breath and rested my head on his shoulder. 
Sometimes, it was nice having someone who knew everything I was thinking without me ever saying a word. He always knew what I needed, and it was quickly becoming something I didn’t know what I would do without.
“Thank you,” I whispered. Sometimes it was nice to hear the words, even if you already knew how somebody felt.




 
After all the stress from looking for Imre and the terrible meeting in Wolfe’s office, I slept for a solid eight hours. When I woke, I still felt apprehensive. I needed to let off some steam. Knowing Ricky would be able to help; I dressed quickly and headed to his quarters. He said he’d have something I could work on. I wasn’t so sure when he first told me about the record player, but when I saw it I lost my doubts. It was in almost perfect condition. The only problem was that it had a loose wire somewhere.
Ricky collected old things – very old things. Things I recognized from my life before the experiment. Ricky gave me the broken record player, and I took it back to my quarters with it in hand, grateful for something to work on. I placed the record player on my desk, and swiped at the clear surface. The programs appeared as images on the flat surface of the desk, and I tapped a command to run a diagnostic of the record player. The three dimensional figures displayed around the player with the loose wire indicated. I started taking it apart, following the indication of the displayed images. I waved my hand at the display, and the image fractured, showing me every individual piece of the player expanded from the original point.
I bit my lip. It was a completely different method of working on machinery than I was used to. I would figure it out, right? I wasn’t so sure. My mind wandered as my hands worked. It was kind of soothing. It wasn’t as good as being under the hood of a car, but it was close. I should find something I could work on regularly, a hobby or chore to focus on. There had to be something I could do to keep my hands busy, something to help me not worry about everything else in the universe. 
I chewed on my lip a bit more. My hands paused as I thought. Maybe Wolfe would have some idea; something I could do to help contribute more, something useful. Driving was something that wouldn’t be needed all that often.
The closest to driving would be to pilot a ship, but it seemed like the Wolfegang was almost always on autopilot. I mentally shrugged at the thought. It could still be useful. I’d always wanted to learn how to fly. 
I shook my head and continued taking the record player apart. No, I wouldn’t ask him. Wolfe had been acting off ever since Ricky brought him back from jail. I didn’t want to talk to him yet. Was he being weird because I’d replaced him as the driver on Speed, or was it because memories haunted him?
No. I would wait until he was in a better mood to ask. 
I scratched idly, and wiped the sweat from my forehead. Why was it so hot in here? I got up and checked my room settings. The climate control said it was only sixty-eight degrees Fahrenheit. I shouldn’t feel so warm. I brushed it off and turned down the temperature to sixty. 
Maybe something else in my body chemistry was different now. After all that time in the cryogenic pod, and all of Ricky’s tests, I still didn’t know what exactly had changed. I only knew some of what I could do, things that I never could’ve done before the treatment. I worried at what else I would learn. The thoughts were constantly eating at me, even when I pushed them as far back in my mind as I could.
Work distracted me. 
The Wolfegang was currently on a flight path to Enzo, but I’d been informed that we might make a stop before we reached the base. I wasn’t sure how long the trip to Enzo was supposed to take. I made a mental note to ask next time we went over our plans. 
When we did reach Enzo, I had no idea what I would do next. What should I look for, or who? I didn’t know if Kris would be waiting for me there. That wouldn’t make any sense, not when he’d worked so hard to make himself a ghost. The only thing my brother left behind was whispers.
Maybe there would be something more than faint strands of information on the base. According to Wolfe, the location of the military base on Enzo was highly classified. Only a small percentage of the Federation’s military even knew it existed. So for Kris to know where it was, worried me. I did not like the look on Wolfe’s face when I’d shown him the note Imre gave me. Something else was going on that our captain wasn’t saying.
I had to come up with some sort of plan; figure out what I would do once I was on the base. Maybe there was some hidden message in the note I was missing. I dug around inside the record player, searching for the wire as I thought. I would have to go back and look at the note again, but later. I was too distracted to think about hidden meanings.
I found the loose wire. Gently, I pulled it out and shaved the plastic off so I could reattach it to the metal on the inside of the record player. I grabbed a wireless tool from the set Ricky loaned me. If I was doing this right…the pressure from the pad of my fingers activated the wireless soldering tool. The metal between the two pieces melted and joined together. The tool didn’t use gas or any ignition that I could see. From what I could tell it activated the molecules and excited them to the point that they liquefied. I put the wire back in the box, and replaced the cover. I grabbed a borrowed record from Ricky and placed it very carefully on the turntable. 
I let the needle fall softly, the record turned slowly and the needle landed gently, barely touching the grooves. Music poured out of the speaker. It was Mozart. No words; just pure, undiluted emotion weeping from the notes. I sat down, refusing to cry. I couldn’t be homesick, because I had no home.
I buried my face in my hands. I hated this feeling. It was almost like heartbreak, but not quite, like yearning for something that had no words. I took the needle off the record, threw my wire cutter across the room, and watched it hit the wall. It clattered loudly as it hit the ground. 
“Are you all right?”
There was an awkward pause as I realized who was standing in my doorway. Of course I hadn’t locked the door, and Wolfe witnessed another moment of my weakness. 
I stared at the wall instead of looking at him. I avoided seeing whatever he thought about me just then. “I’m fine,” I said tightly, uncomfortable and on the spot. I didn’t like it. “Can I help you with something?”
What was he doing in my quarters anyway?
“May I come in?” Wolfe asked.
I looked over my shoulder and saw that he was still standing in the hall, just outside my door. Wolfe hadn’t taken a single step into my room. The realization shocked me. It was his ship. He owned the whole damn thing. He could go wherever he wanted. So why didn’t he? What made him respectful instead of doing whatever he wanted? What made him different than most men?
Wolfe stood at the threshold to my quarters, patiently waiting for me to say something. I almost wanted to say no. I was not in the mood to try and act normal, or pretend that I wasn’t being moody. 
He’d given me my twenty-four hours, and I’d found what I was looking for, but it yielded nothing I wanted. I was tired of clues and stupid mind games, but it wasn’t Wolfe’s fault my brother was making this difficult.
“Yes, sorry to keep you waiting.” I waved him in. I sat on the edge of my bed in defeat. I couldn’t bring myself to even care that I was being rude.
I watched the captain warily as he crossed into my quarters and took a seat at my desk. He seemed relatively comfortable in my tiny space. The only space I could kind of call my own. 
“It’s cold in here,” he stated.
“Is it?” I didn’t know what else to say.
Wolfe didn’t respond. He just looked at me. It was strange to watch him. I searched his face, but there was no judgment or irritation at how I was acting, and he didn’t look like he pitied me or felt sorry for me. He was just there.
I wanted to talk to him, simply because I didn’t feel like I had to. We could sit there for hours or minutes, and I didn’t think Wolfe would mind. 
“Did you come to see me about something specific?” I asked. My fingers were fidgeting in my hair, almost against my will.
“Yes, but it’s not that important.” He hesitated before he asked, “Is there something you want to talk about? Maybe I can help.”
I eyed him again. Open up to Wolfe, my captain? This was the man who gave me another life to live, an opportunity I wouldn’t have without him. I didn’t know if I wanted to risk getting close to him. Everything depended on whether or not he thought I was worth the trouble to keep around.
I decided it couldn’t hurt to talk about what he was already aware of. “I’m worried that I’m putting all of you through the trouble of finding my brother, when it may not work out the way I want it to. It’s a lot harder than I originally thought it would be,” I said. I forcefully moved my hand from my hair and placed it in my lap, twisting the fingers of my hands together. 
God, I was so nervous and it made no sense to me, but I continued talking anyway, hoping it would help. “There is a reason he’s hiding, and I’m afraid to find out what it is. I’m afraid to find out why he left me.”
My gaze remained on my hands. I felt almost sick to my stomach as I waited for a response from Wolfe, though I didn’t really expect one. The silence seemed to drag on, and it ate at me. Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore; I stole a quick glance at him, and then looked back at my fingers. 
Wolfe was silent, but he looked thoughtful. There still wasn’t any pity in his eyes, which I was grateful for.
“Do you want my speculation?” he asked.
I kept twisting my hands together. If I looked into his eyes I might start crying. I didn’t want to say anything, because I knew my voice would crack and give me away. Something shifted and the air was suddenly thick and somber. Wolfe seemed to realize the enormity of my concern. In the corner of my eye, I saw him frown as he watched me nervously twist my fingers together. I could feel the weight of his gaze, and it made me self-conscious.
Wolfe took two steps to cross the room, and then he sat beside me on my bed. I still didn’t look at him as he took each of my hands in his. I couldn’t twist them together anymore, and the outlet for my nervous hysteria disappeared. I looked up at him, and his expression was convoluted—his eyes were sympathetic, yet his brows pulled together with worry.
“Katerina,” he said. “I’m sure your brother has a good reason. I don’t think the sort of closeness you two share is easily discarded.”
How could he possibly know? He knew almost nothing about me.
“For years?” I asked. “What could possibly keep him away for years, and somehow land him on a top-secret military base?”
Wolfe’s eyes clouded over, but only for a second. There was something he didn’t want to tell me.
I yanked my hands out of his grip, angry. “Don’t try to comfort me if you’re going to do it while lying to my face.”
Wolfe’s lips parted slightly and his eyes widened. “I haven’t lied to you,” he said.
“I know,” I spat. He made me furious. “But you were going to.”
I stood up and paced. How dare he come in here and pretend to reassure me. I was sick and tired of him holding back information from me. Ever since I’d shown him the note, he’d been hiding something.
“What is it that you don’t want to tell me?” I demanded. “Don’t try to lie. I can see it in your eyes whenever you think of that place.”
Every part of his face seemed to crumble. The dark circles underneath his eyes made him look tired. “Please sit down,” he said. “I will tell you what I know and why I think your twin might know where that base is.” 
I crossed my arms as I glared at him. “You better not be lying.”
Wolfe’s smile was so drained it could barely be classified as movement. “I wouldn’t dare.”
I sat down and waited for him to talk. For someone who knew exactly how to push my buttons and rile me up, he was equally as good at calming me down. It was unsettling.
“That particular Federation base runs experiments on soldiers. It’s a rumor that only the best are selected. Humans are inherently weaker than most species. If humans were going to be a major power in the universe they needed to be enhanced.”
Every muscle in my body froze, and my stomach clenched. I was instantly filled with a sick-feeling of dread. No, I didn’t want to know anymore. I no longer wanted to have this conversation. Wolfe was probably suspicious of what was going on with my twin already.
I sliced my hand through the air to cut him off. “I don’t want to hear anything else.”
“Kat, I swear I’m not lying to you.”
I stood up and went to pick up my wire cutter. “I know you aren’t,” I said with a shrug. My gut was telling me he was being honest, though I hadn’t figured out how I knew that yet, or how I knew he was going to lie earlier. “I just don’t want to know what’s going on there. It’s bad enough we are going to a Federation base to begin with.” I threw the wire cutter back in the tool box, and everything rattled.
Wolfe looked apologetic. It was the first time I’d seen him almost cross the line into pity. “I’m sure Kris has very good reasons. He’s protecting you.”
I spun around to glare at him. “How is sending me to a secret military base protecting me?”
He shrugged and seemed at a loss for words.
It was time to change the subject. It was a perfect chance to ask him what I’d been thinking about earlier. Something I could do to throw him off. “I want to be more useful to you and this ship,” I said. “Do you have a suggestion? I learn quickly.”
He tried to smile but didn’t quite manage it. “That’s actually why I came. Ricky informed me you wanted to learn the crystals.”
“Did he?” My voice rasped. I wasn’t sure that it would ever sound normal again. It’d been weeks since the questioning. Every time I spoke, the sound reminded me of what had been done to me in that prison cell. Maybe I should always be reminded. So I wouldn’t forget that I never, ever wanted to feel that helpless again.
Wolfe watched me. He seemed to be studying my face, trying to figure out what I was thinking. 
“Then let’s go down to the engine room,” I said. 
Wolfe got up and we walked together through the cargo bay to the stern of the ship where the engine room was. I nodded as I thought. This would help. I had to keep busy. Learning the crystals wasn’t learning to fly, but it was still something I was interested in. I couldn’t let myself think too much. When I did, it always ended in tears or rage, sometimes both.
When we reached the engine room, none of the lights were on. The only glow was from the crystals. Wolfe left it that way. 
He moved around the room carefully, but gracefully. The simple elegance in his movements surprised me. Wolfe didn’t quite touch the surfaces as he looked for something. “We’ll start with the basics,” he said. “And then move on from there. It’s not as difficult as everyone makes it out to be.” Wolfe stopped, pulled out a drawer of crystals, and set them on the work table. 
My stomach seized with apprehension. Those crystals looked important. My eyes followed the movement of light as the power stuttered and the lights flickered.
He smiled at the expression on my face. “We have three sets of back-up crystals. If life support stopped in the middle of space, too far from any planet or docking station, we’d be out of luck,” he explained. 
I looked at the row of glowing crystals. They reminded me of slots for computer chips, and they probably worked the same way too. 
Wolfe put on a pair of leather gloves and handed me a much smaller pair. “Whenever we work with the crystals, always wear these gloves. If a crystal gets scratched, or even has fingerprints on them, the crystal can’t be read, and the whole system will malfunction.”
I took the gloves and slipped them on. They fit perfectly. I glanced at him. I never would’ve guessed he was angry with Celeste only a few hours ago.
Wolfe continued explaining, interrupting my thoughts. “It takes a while to inscribe crystals, but that’s neither here nor there. If we happened to be out of blank ones, we’d be dead in the water. So the crystals are very important.”
He placed his hands flat on the table and made sure I was paying attention. “The most important type of inscribed crystal is the ones we use for our hyperdrive. These crystals are very rare and very sensitive. They’re what give the drive the power to enter hyperspace. I’ve interfaced the crystal system with a standard electrical hyperdrive system to ensure our safety in hyperspace. I’ll explain that to you further when we get to those crystals,” Wolfe said.
He took out one of the red crystals. This one was very thin, so much so that I could see through it like glass. He took it to the digital magnifier that was bolted onto the table and tapped something on the worktable. It powered up and three dimensional, holographic images popped up and Wolfe placed the crystal right under the digital magnifier. It hovered a few inches above the table. I watched the process in fascination.
“Take a look.” 
Wolfe turned on the warm light under the crystal. I stood next to him and leaned over to look through the magnifier. I inhaled sharply and moved even closer. It was breathtaking. The scribbles turned into shapes and words; like art. The hieroglyphs of the future. 
“You drew these?” I asked. 
He was so close I could feel him inhale. “I did. I used this tool.” He showed me a metal pen; the end was so sharp and pointed I could barely focus my eyes on the tip. “These tools are all made out of diamonds, carved and shaped differently for different purposes. I get the best detail on the crystals with these.”
I took it from him and put it under the light as well to take a look with the magnifier. It glittered and shone like the most delicate jewelry, but it was just a tool. So there was some beauty in this cold, harsh world.
Wolfe handed me a leather-bound journal full of his neat handwriting and loose papers. “These are the papers for each system, and I wrote notations for my alterations. On the back of each page are the new schematics I drew up with the changes I made.” 
I leafed through the journal quickly. “So you just inscribe what you want the system to do with this code? And you can change it however you want?”
Wolfe shrugged. “Yes and no. These codes can be tweaked for each system—that’s how I interfaced it with the more modern systems. Crystals are very powerful. But sometimes they’re not as precise as the new technology. So I try to find ways to combine the two for the best accuracy and maximum power for this boat. My weapons system looks archaic, but the guns can blow anything out of the water up to a dreadnought.”
Another old sea term, I noted. I’d looked the term up the first time I heard the crew whisper about one. It was the largest class of ship in the galaxy, owned and manned by the Federation. It was a flying city—country, even. Whatever you wanted to call it; the dreadnought was the largest ship in space with the deadliest and nastiest guns. It vaporized anything it set its sights on, patrolling sectors of space and keeping it ‘free of lawbreakers,’ as the captain put it.
“Did you serve on one?” I asked.
The glow from the table light threw a sharp contrast against the shadows on his face. “For my first term, yes, but then I was moved to smaller, faster, and deadlier ships until I was Captain of my own destroyer.” 
Wolfe leaned on the table to inspect more of his tools. “I started off as an engineer. Then with the extra combat training for the war, I became more useful to the military and was promoted quickly and efficiently.”
The way he spoke, it was as if he was reminiscing fondly. “Do you miss it?” I asked.
He looked at me appraisingly, like he was trying to see if he should actually tell me or not. “Sometimes I do. There were times I couldn’t possibly think of doing anything else with my life. But then there were times I hated everything I did.”
For him to tell me something so personal, a huge part of his life summed up in a few words, meant something to me. I understood exactly how he felt. It made Wolfe seem more like a real person and not just our leader. 
I gave him the tool back and took the one in his hand to inspect it. The point was carved into a star. “Are you ever going to tell me why you don’t live that life anymore?” I asked.
That time he outright stared, probably thinking I was overstepping a line and being completely inappropriate. “Why should I tell you?” He sounded angry. “You never reveal anything about yourself.”
His tone shocked me, and I took a step back. “That doesn’t mean that you haven’t seen more of my weakness and pain than I care to share,” I said. I took a breath before I lost control and gave in to the anger I could feel waiting for me at the edges of my vision. I leaned against the table, my body angling away from him and his eyes. 
Wolfe blinked, remembering the situation he’d helped rescue me from. He may not have known why I was tortured, except for his assumption that it was because of him. He may not know why I was depressed sometimes, or why I did certain things that made absolutely no sense to him, but he saw my vulnerability. That was enough to make me uncomfortable and distrusting.
He sighed, giving in to my query. “I was asked to do something I couldn’t live with,” he said quietly. “…Which I only realized after the mission was complete.” He turned back to the crystals. 
I gently put the tool back in its box. It seemed that mission was when he lost everything. He couldn’t live with the life he’d chosen, even when it meant everything to him. I knew better than most how painful the memory of what you lost could be. “I’m sorry,” I said.
A moment passed before he spoke, and he shifted just enough that he was suddenly closer. “So here are the symbols I used to obtain maximum power from the crystal,” Wolfe said, switching the subject. “And here is an open-ended command that links to the weapon it was made for. That way, if I need to change the power level of the cannon, it can be altered as necessary.”
“Is there a manual or reference book for this code?” I asked, taking his hint. 
“There is a manual. I managed to scavenge one before they got rid of them all. The book is extremely rare, so if you’re going to read it, I’d need you to be more careful with it than you are with these crystals.”
I still didn’t understand why books were so hard to come by. Yes, new books weren’t made often because of the scarcity of material, but did they burn all of the old ones? I turned away from Wolfe so he couldn’t read the expression on my face. I pretended like I was studying the drawers of crystals in the walls.
“I’ve seen paper around. We use it in notes, and I’ve printed out a few articles on it.” I wasn’t sure where the distinction between using paper, and not using it was.
“That’s true, but that’s recycled paper,” Wolfe explained. “The amount of paper required to print a book was considered obscene, so the Federation outlawed it about a hundred years ago, and cutting down a tree became a felony. It was done in an effort to preserve the quality of air. If we chopped down trees at the same rate they did in the 20th Century, we’d quickly lose all O2 in the atmosphere of Earth. The only paper now is made from diseased or naturally fallen trees, and then it’s recycled. The Federation has yet to find a planet under its rule where trees can be used for the production of paper. By the time they do, I’m sure no one will want it any longer, accustomed to life without it.” He gave me an odd look. “Where have you been for the last hundred years?”
I laughed nervously. “I’ve been traveling. You know, you kind of miss things.”
Wolfe didn’t look convinced. “Sure.”
“What else is there to know about the crystals?” I asked, changing subjects again.
There was a lot more actually. Inscribing the crystals was a skill like any other, and I was going to have to spend a lot of time studying and practicing. I had months on a spaceship though, with not much else to do aside from learn something useful. 
I didn’t mind. It was easy to spend time with Wolfe when he was actually being himself and not just the captain. 
I watched him as we bent over the table. He studied the crystals while I studied him. I wondered again what Wolfe wanted from me. He didn’t seem to be the type to just rescue damsels in distress and then ask them to join his crew. 
But then again, I didn’t know the whole story behind Celeste either.




 
The next day, Wolfe showed me where he kept the raw crystals, uncut and rough, as well as the crystals that were shaped, but still blank. Each type of crystal had a drawer or two built into the table, velvet-lined with slots to hold each individual piece without scratching them. Velvet cushioned the drawers to prevent static electricity; even the slightest electrical shock would initiate the crystals before all the inscriptions were in place.
A lot of backups sat ready and waiting for when we needed them. Wolfe had a case of tools also lined with the black velvet. Each tool had its own spot within the case, and they shone with care, the diamond tips glinting in the glowing light. 
 Briefly, I wondered what diamonds were worth now. I still had some of the jewels I’d inherited from my grandfather safely tucked away in my trunk—like my great-grandmother’s ring she managed to get out of Russia during the revolution. 
I smiled sadly as I thought about her. If only she could see me now. Every once in a while my memories caught up with me, and I would get lost in them for hours. Occasionally, time was lost and in the blink of an eye a few hours had passed. I still wasn’t sure exactly why it happened, but my thoughts were almost impossible to control once something triggered a memory.
My hands clenched. It was getting harder to stay focused the more time I spent with Wolfe. I was afraid he would notice exactly how peculiar I was and worry at it like a dog with a bone. So far, I’d managed to keep my past and the truth of how I’d woken up with no identity from him. He had to be suspicious, or at the least bit, curious. How long could I hide my genetic alterations when even I didn’t know the extent of them?
Wolfe sighed, noticing I was distracted. He started putting everything away. “It’s been a few hours already. Let’s take a break and get something to eat. Maybe some java – or coffee – as you say.” He put away his tools, and the crystals went back in their drawers. “We can eat in my office if you want. I have the book stored there.”
I hoped I didn’t upset him. “Thank you. That would be nice,” I said, feeling guilty. “I appreciate your help.”
Wolfe gave me a small smile and held the door open for me. “You are very welcome. It’ll be nice not to be the only one onboard who knows this system.”
I walked out of the dark engine room into the brightly lit cargo bay, holding his leather bound journal of notes close to my chest. He headed up the metal stairs to the common area and into the galley. I noticed that I was actually hungry then, and glad we were getting something to eat.
Wolfe programmed something into the food processor; some meat, cheese, and crackers popped out. It looked delicious, simple and tasty. 
“I have java in my office,” Wolfe said, picking up the large platter of food.
I nodded and followed him to his office. “Do you need help carrying that?” I asked.
“No, I got it, but if you could open the door for me…”
I pressed the keypad, and the door slid open. I watched Wolfe closely. He looked so tired; I wondered what was troubling him. I didn’t have the guts to get a straight answer.
Wolfe walked through the door, and I followed him in, sat down on the couch against the wall, and tucked my legs underneath me. He set the tray down on the small table in front of me, then walked over to the opposite wall and pressed buttons on his coffee machine. A few seconds later I smelled freshly brewing coffee.
“That smells amazing. Is it different than what’s in the galley?” I asked.
He smiled appreciatively. “It is. I’m glad you can tell the difference. Java really isn’t that common. Tea is more popular and easier to get, but it’s not my preference. If you like, you can always come in here for some.”
That surprised me. Why would he allow me that kind of access to his office? “Are you sure? I don’t want to use up your private stock.” I tucked a fallen strand of hair behind my ear. 
Wolfe was being nice, but I didn’t want to be more indebted to him than I already was. 
He busied himself by arranging things as he spoke. “No, I insist. Just let me know, and I’ll make it for you.”
“Okay,” I said slowly. “Thanks.” I didn’t quite know what to make of the offer, but I was probably just overthinking it.
Wolfe had been acting strange all afternoon. He poured me a cup of coffee with real cream and sugar and placed it in front of me. It was extravagant; a treat.
He saw me staring. “Thanks to you, we have the extra credits, so don’t worry about it.”
Wolfe swung a portrait open from the wall to reveal a very strong-looking safe. It had a code, hand recognition, and then a combination lock. The door looked to be made of double or even triple-reinforced steel as well. Whatever he kept in there, he wasn’t messing around.
I couldn’t see much inside the safe as he took out a giant book. I did manage to see a few other books, boxes, and our stacks of credits with a pistol on top of them. I was intrigued by everything, betting his life was in there. Anything I could ever want to know about him was probably locked away in that safe.
Wolfe closed the safe door, and I looked away before he could see my interest. I didn’t want him to suspect I was trying to find out his secrets for ulterior motives. I’m sure he was already somewhat suspicious of me, and he was only fighting his initial distrust because Ricky vouched for me. 
He sat next to me on the couch, far enough away for once that I wasn’t tense. He placed the book on the table and carefully opened it. “Wear the leather gloves I gave you, that way skin oils don’t transfer.”
“Of course, Captain.” I leaned closer so I could get a better look at the pages. 
The paper was yellowed, the type was a faded greyish-black, but the diagrams looked perfectly intact. I could read everything clearly despite how old it was. “How is it so legible?” I asked.
“Printers treat all paper products with a serum that protects the ink,” Wolfe explained. “The protectant lasts for thousands of years. Scientists developed the serum from an Egyptian recipe. It took a few hundred years to get it right, but they finally figured it out.” 
Wow. Some of the things humanity figured out were amazing. I grabbed a cracker and sat back. Wolfe’s manual would help me learn how to inscribe the crystals quicker, but at the moment, I had good food and good coffee. I was rather content, which was a little surprising since I’d been in such a bad mood yesterday. Spending time with Wolfe was becoming almost…pleasant.
“So tell me about your brother. How did he go missing in the first place?” 
The shift in topic made me apprehensive, but it was a logical question. We were flying across the galaxy for Kris on a hunch. I couldn’t detect anything else other than genuine curiosity in his tone, but Wolfe’s question still put me on edge. I didn’t like it when he wanted to learn more about my history. I always had to lie, and then later, I’d have to remember exactly what I’d said so I wouldn’t contradict myself. 
It was stressful.
I shifted. These were questions I had to answer if I wanted him to keep helping me. “Well, I don’t know exactly,” I started. The more truth to the story, the easier it would be to remember. “We were hanging out at this party, and he got into a fight, which isn’t that unusual. His illness made him an angry person. I stepped in to try and help, but I was knocked out.”
The story was true about my brother getting into a fight. I had gotten knocked out, and it did take me a few days to remember what happened. It just happened about three years before the suspended animation experiment.
Suddenly I had a brilliant explanation. “When I woke up, he was gone. And I couldn’t recall anything.”
Wolfe thought for a second before he spoke. “So, you had no memory at all?”
“No, it took a few days to start coming back, but then it was only in bits and pieces. Most of my past I have back now, although I think my long term memory is messed up because I’ll forget something simple or get confused about when something actually took place,” I explained, twisting a piece of my hair around my finger.
“That seems logical,” Wolfe said. He rubbed his chin in thought. “There are times where I can’t believe what you don’t know, but if there are lapses in your long-term memory, that would explain everything. We could have a doctor examine you, if you like,” Wolfe suggested.
I laughed, not at all amused at the prospect of Wolfe being present for a full medical workup. “I’ve had enough of doctors for the time being, but thank you.”
My explanation seemed to ease a few of the lines on his face, like my slip-ups nagged at him for some time.
“What’s your brother like?” Wolfe asked.
I wondered if he had any idea how personal his questions were, and how they reminded me of the impossibility of finding Kris. It made me feel so completely overwhelmed. 
I wasn’t quite sure how to answer his question. “Well,” I began. I tried to paint a picture of my brother, even though I knew it wouldn’t do him justice. “He’s the male version of me. We are practically identical, so we have the same coloring, same eyes, and similar bone structure. Just add testosterone, and you have a six-foot-three, two-hundred-and-thirty-pound version of me, with scruff and short hair.”
Wolfe almost balked at the idea. “I can’t quite wrap my mind around that concept,” he said. 
I shrugged. “Yeah, it doesn’t really make sense until you see it.”
We sat in silence for a few moments before he said, “He means a lot to you it seems. The two of you were very close.”
I picked at my nails, remembering exactly how close we were. “Yes. He’s the only family I’ve got left, and we’ve always been great friends.” It felt like only a few weeks ago to me.
Kris was all that was left, and I might lose him too, after I’d lost everyone else. My eyes started to burn, and I took a slow deep breath. If I wasn’t careful, I would start crying. 
“What about the rest of your family?” Wolfe asked gently.
I looked down at my hands. “They’re all dead.”
There was an awkward silence that seemed to stretch on forever. I decided to change the subject before I lost my composure. “So how do you and Celeste know each other? The two of you seem to have a lot of history.”
Wolfe sighed and poured more coffee into our cups. “It’s a very long story.”
I took a sip and shrugged. “Well, I have nowhere else I have to be.” We were stuck on a spaceship for another few weeks before we hit a planet, or even a docking station. There was nowhere else I could be.
Wolfe sighed again and rubbed at his hair until the curls stood up in weird ways. “Well, I suppose that’s true.” He took a sip of coffee and cleared his throat. “I haven’t talked about myself in a long time.”
I crossed my arms. “You’re not getting out of it.”
He smiled ruefully. “I deduced as much. Well, I guess I can start with how we met. It was after the war with her people, the Sarmatians. The Federation won the war, and she was working on and off as a mercenary. No one was comfortable hiring the Sarmatians for a long period of time. Their reputation is vicious.” He took another sip of his coffee. “One of her jobs placed her on the same trade station I was at the time. I was about to leave on a mission for the Federation. We happened to be in the same bar, there was a fight, and she was in the thick of it as usual.”
After what I’d seen on Speed, I couldn’t really see the truth in his statement. I tried to hide my skepticism before he noticed.
“I kept her from getting arrested by dragging her out of there before the local law enforcement showed up. We ended up at a different bar, drinking the rest of the night. We became friends. Then three years later, after I was discharged from the military, I started this business. Her weapons expertise was ideal for my line of work. So I hired her on. We’ve been on this ship for almost five years now.” 
For some reason Sarmatia, was very familiar to me, and not only because that was Celeste’s species. “You said Sarmatian?” I asked, hoping that if I heard the word again, it would jog my memory.
He seemed confused. “Yes, their markings are very unique. I’m sure you heard a lot about their race during the war.”
I waved my hand in dismissal at his words. It wasn’t really important what I didn’t know right then. “I don’t remember much about it.” That wasn’t what I meant. “I’m not sure how familiar you are with history,” I said. “But wasn’t Sarmatia an ancient region on Earth?”
His face scrunched as he thought. “Hm, doesn’t sound familiar.”
I got up, went over to his desk, and sat down. I waved my hand over his desk, and the computer displayed on the surface. I selected the search engine and typed in Sarmatia. 
Wolfe came around to stand behind me and watch. I tapped on the history of Sarmatia, and pulled up the planet’s info and then swiped it to the side for comparison. I refined the search to the region of Sarmatia on planet Earth.
When I saw the results, I sat back and grinned. It made perfect sense. “Are her people based on the female gender more than the male?”
“Extremely so,” Wolfe answered. “Men are considered objects or possessions. They do hard labor and are used for breeding. Only the attractive males live older than childhood.”
“Take a look at this,” I said, pointing to the results. “Sarmatia was an ancient region in Ukraine where the Amazons are said to have lived.”
“Amazons?”
Perplexed, it was my turn to stare. “Do you know any mythology?”
He placed his hands on his desk and leaned over me. “Earth mythology? No, it wasn’t really my area of expertise, and it’s extremely extensive.” He was close enough that I could smell the sandalwood.
I leaned back just enough so that the smell wasn’t distracting and said, “In the time of the Greeks and Romans there was a race of fierce warrior women that lived in a region known as Sarmatia in ancient times. Sound familiar?”
“So, you’re telling me your mythology has connections to these alien races?”
I shrugged. “Maybe, but I know for sure it describes Celeste perfectly, minus the markings. She is very humanoid.”
“I’ll have to read up on this more.” He waved his hand and the computer display dissipated until the surface looked like a normal desk again. Wolfe moved across the room to sit back on the couch. I couldn’t really tell, but he looked almost disconcerted. “It’s something that’s never occurred to me,” he said. “And hasn’t occurred to any other human it seems.”
I stayed in the very comfortable Captain’s chair. “You’re lucky you’re so pretty,” I said with a grin, teasing him with my choice of words. Celeste never would’ve given him a second look if he was average-looking.
He raised a brow at me. “You think I’m pretty?” he asked in a laughing tone.
My mouth fell open in surprise. Was he bantering? “Well…” My cheeks burned. “I meant that she thinks you’re pretty.” I cleared my throat, feeling incredibly embarrassed and awkward. It didn’t matter if I thought he was attractive. I cleared my throat again and looked anywhere but at him. “Anyway, it’s not just my mythology. It’s our mythology. You’re human too.”
He grunted as he drank his coffee. 
“Does the history and mythology of your race, bother you?” I asked. It didn’t make any sense why he avoided responding to me. “It might even help you with your map.” His ignorance annoyed me. Didn’t they teach Earth’s history anymore?
“It doesn’t bother me; I just don’t understand the details as much as you seem to.” He looked relaxed and comfortable lounging on the couch.
I didn’t think I’d ever seen the captain lounge before.
The view of his office from his desk was different. I looked at what he saw from his perspective every day as captain. It was strange to look at things from that angle.
“Well, didn’t you read when you were younger?” I asked.
He looked at me in a way I couldn’t really decipher. “I’ve been in the military since I was twelve. I don’t know anything else.”
What? Wasn’t that illegal, some perversion of child labor laws? “Twelve years old? How?”
He looked at me, perplexed. “If you want to make the military a career, you can enroll in the academy as soon as you finish the middle grades. They teach you high school and then everything you need to know for combat in the water, land, skies, or space. We train for years for the special combat unit. It’s what makes the Federation so strong.”
I spun the chair around in contemplation. “So how do they justify training young children to fight and kill? What system do they use to even recruit them?”
He still didn’t look phased. “Please be careful with that chair, and your coffee is getting cold. Come sit over here.”
I stopped the spinning and looked at him. I couldn’t quite figure out what he thought of my questions. So I got up and opened the porthole to the view of space before I flopped down beside him.
“So, explain,” I prompted.
He poured more coffee into my cup to warm it up and then began. “Well, they view it as patriotism. There is nothing more honorable than protecting and fighting for what you believe in, for your Galactic Federation, of which Earth is the center point. As a human, nothing is more important than the protection of Earth.” 
I stirred more sugar into my coffee and sipped at it. The patriotism sounded a lot more like fanaticism to me.
“I know it may sound like a strange life choice, but it’s something one chooses. We were not forced. Boys, and girls want to join every year, but no one is obligated. They usually have far more applicants than they asked for.” Wolfe took a bite of cheese.
I decided to open up to him, just a little. It couldn’t hurt, right? “My grandfather was in the military. He captained a ship for a very long time.” My fingers traced a pattern in the fabric of the couch as I thought. “He used to bring me things from the different places he traveled to. My grandfather’s war stories about his men and patrols were what I grew up on. Before my brother got sick, I wanted to be a military pilot so badly. I wanted my life to be like Top Gun.” I paused and glanced at Wolfe to see if my accidental slip of a pop culture reference confused him. I continued, when I didn’t see a reaction. “But I had to stay around for my twin. He needed me, and I couldn’t be coming and going. What if something happened to him, and I wasn’t there? Never knowing when I left if he would be alive when I came back.” 
I shook my head as I remembered how bad things were for Kris. “No, I couldn’t do that. So, I made a living with…alternate means.”
I could relate to a lot of what Wolfe said, but there were a few very foreign and new concepts I couldn’t quite see clearly. It didn’t make sense to me, and to be honest, I didn’t really care if it did.
We stared at each other as he deciphered and processed everything I’d said. I’d been very careful about my word choice.
“Alternate means? So that’s how you know cars and how to drive them so well. That sort of racing is illegal on Earth and many other planets under Federation government.”
I shrugged my shoulders. “What can you do? Some of us aren’t as lucky as others.” I drank the last of my coffee and set the empty cup down before I stood. “Thank you for the help and the coffee, Captain.”
I picked up the crystal manual and walked to the door. I stopped when I realized I still didn’t have the answer to a pretty obvious question. “Captain, I hope you don’t mind, but exactly how old are you?”
He smiled at me. “I’m twenty-seven. You?”
Five hundred years plus the time I spent awake? “What month is it?” I asked. I’d lost track. 
“April, by the standard calendar.”
My birthday had come and gone without me even realizing. I looked off into space as I did the math. “Twenty-two,” I replied, my voice barely louder than a whisper.
I turned to leave, but before I could he spoke my name, my full name.
“Katerina, I—”
I stopped him before I heard something I didn’t want to hear. I was done with all the admissions for the day.
“Let me know if you need any help deciphering that map, sir.”
And I left.




 
The next morning I took a shower as soon as I woke up, and the hot water felt marvelous. The water swirled down the drain, was purified, and then recycled. That solved the possible problem of running out of clean water in space. I shut off the shower when I was finished and grabbed the towel to dry off. Steam rose from my skin as I patted it dry. My clothes went on next and I wrapped my hair up in the towel. I didn’t enjoy the cold. Wet hair only perpetuated the chill when I was surrounded by metal and vacuum.
 I stepped out of the bathroom and looked around. Maybe I could just relax, catch up on some reading. I wasn’t sure what else I’d do that day. The manual Wolfe gave me might be an interesting read. 
“Katerina? The captain requests your presence in Command,” Ricky’s voice rang over the intercom. 
I sighed. Or maybe I wasn’t going to get any time to myself.
I threw the towel on the floor and yanked on my boots. My hair was going to be crazy and I wasn’t going to care, but it was definitely going to be cold. I grabbed one of my oversized sweaters and pulled it on as I walked up to Command.
When I reached the bridge, Wolfe stood at the helm and faced me with his hands clasped behind his back. Celeste sat in a corner, and Ricky was in the other which surprised me. I had a feeling this wasn’t about catching up on news, or even Wolfe’s map.
“Sir?” I was cautious. Had I done something wrong?
“Kat, I’ve been informed of your…” he paused in thought, “of your lack of ability in weaponless combat. So, I’ve arranged for you to learn from the best.”
Celeste stepped forward.
“Oh, no, no, no. I won’t.” I backed away, laughing at their lunacy. “What makes you think I would want to learn, especially from her?” I was incredulous. Oh, how wrongly they were assuming things.
Ricky must have said something to prompt the idea. I glared at him, I was cornered and unprepared. My hands clenched.
“If you want to be part of this crew, then you have to learn. That’s an order.” Wolfe’s tone made it clear I had no choice.
I stared at the captain, not believing what I’d heard. “Are you threatening me?” I demanded to know.
Wolfe crossed his arms and lifted his chin in denial, being stubborn. “It is not a threat Kat, but if you want to be part of this crew you will follow my orders.”
I laughed, angry and feeling a little betrayed. “I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but Celeste hates me. I’m not putting my life in her hands.”
Wolfe stepped forward, his voice getting deeper as he pressed his point. “You may not want to, but for us to survive, the one thing we have to do is trust each other. Regardless of any other feelings we may have. You need to learn that she may not like you, but she will protect you if the need arises. Celeste also needs to know that she can count on you to protect her. The work we do is dangerous. We’re not just playing house here.”
. My eyes narrowed; I was furious at the implied insult. His order to trust each other was unrealistic. Trust was earned; it wasn’t just given because of convenience or circumstance. I stepped forward too, until I was only a few inches from him, looking up into his pretty green, manipulative eyes. 
“What was yesterday about? ‘Make Kat like me enough until I can make her do whatever I want – to use her weaknesses’?” I accused. The words came out as a hiss.
For a second, something crossed over Wolfe’s face, and his voice was gentler. “No, I’m glad we were able to get to know each other better, and I would like to consider you a friend.” His arms uncrossed, his body language telling me he was no longer on the offensive, but trying to be honest. I didn’t want to believe it.
“Katerina, please.” Ricky asked. He looked uncomfortable in his corner. He wouldn’t even look at me. Wolfe is testing you. Ricky’s voice slipped through my mind.
How much longer do I have to be tested? When will he just leave me alone? I thought, knowing Ricky would hear me.
The silence stretched as Wolfe waited for my answer.
Until he feels like he can rely on you. Just because he sees you as a friend, doesn’t mean that he completely trusts you, Ricky tried to explain.
I didn’t exactly trust Wolfe either, although every part of his Boy Scout personality begged me to. I didn’t need to trust him, but I needed him to trust me so he would give me the opportunity to find Kris, and try to move on with my life. 
“Fine, but if she tries to kill me, the deal is off.” And then I would kill her. Anger cracked through me like lightening. Where did this hate come from? I didn’t just go around making death threats, even if it was just a fleeting thought.
What was happening to me? I was losing myself in this hate, anger, and blame. And yes guilt, because my brother wouldn’t be stuck in this situation if it weren’t for me. 
“Understandable,” Wolfe agreed. “You’re starting today. We will include the training time along with your lessons on the crystal drive system.”
I felt like I was back in school, except on a ship in space, and I was being taught by aliens. Wolfe wasn’t an alien, but everything about him was alien to me, even if his face was more familiar than I wanted to remember.
I stood there awkwardly, still mad and not sure what to do about it. “Well, I’m going to have coffee first, and then maybe some breakfast. After that, Celeste can toss me around.”
I left and went straight to the galley. I needed hot, strong coffee for this unexpected surprise. I turned on the brewer and then programmed my breakfast, banging things around. 
Wolfe was so cocky and demanding, I hated it. The day before, he acted all nice to me; pretending like he really cared, but I doubted he truly did.
I slammed a mug down on the counter and poured the coffee. Then I took my plate and mug to the table. I needed to calm down before working with Celeste, or I would say something stupid, or do something to provoke her. Then it would be my fault. I would be left with nowhere to go, and no way to find Kris. I couldn’t risk messing this up, but my temper wasn’t making it easy.
I drank the coffee black, the caffeine relaxing the jitters so that my hands weren’t shaking as badly. 
“What was that back there?” Ricky asked.
I turned at the sound of his voice, and saw him leaning against the doorjamb with his arms crossed, studying me.
I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I have no idea,” I answered honestly.
Ricky crossed the room and sat down with me. “He truly wasn’t trying to upset you. In his own way he’s trying to protect you. In Wolfe’s mind he can’t be there all the time. Something could happen and there’s nothing he could do. The incident on Speed has been on his mind a lot.” 
I warmed my hands on the mug as I stared into its depths, hoping for answers. “That incident was his doing, completely self-inflicted. So I took care of the problem. End of story.”
“Katerina, he knows that, and that’s why he feels so bad. He failed to protect his crew, his family, for just a moment, and you were almost killed in a car wreck.”
“I always thought I would go out with a bang,” I joked morbidly.
“That’s not funny.” Ricky glared at me.
“It’s a tiny bit amusing.” I smiled at him. Then I took a breath. “I will try, but it’s not something I’m even a little bit good at. And despite my speech, I don’t trust her.”
“I’ll keep my ears perked, but I don’t think Celeste is going to try anything. The captain has taken a liking to you and she wouldn’t want to ruin his trust in her, or his affections.”
I took a bite of my oatmeal mush and pondered. Somehow I had to get her to not hate me, to like me even a teeny bit, and then to trust me. I couldn’t afford an enemy like her trying to foil my plans every step of the way, even if she didn’t know what it was all for.
“You have your training today, and then the crystals, but if you would like to have tea with me after, I would greatly appreciate it. Wolfe told me about the connection you made with the Sarmatians and the history of Earth.”
“Tea would be nice,” I agreed. “Though one thing I don’t understand. You called it history, not mythology.”
Ricky stood up and smiled in his knowing way. “All mythology derives from truth. What we don’t know is how much of the myth is true.”
He left me to think about that as I finished breakfast.
When I was done I changed into some loose clothes, a baggy t-shirt over my tank top, and some sweatpants. I had only my socks on, not sure if I should wear my boots or not. So I brought them with me.
Celeste was waiting for me in Tier Three, the room that could be anything, and today it was a gym.
She was wearing what she always did, combat boots, tight cargo pants, and a black t-shirt, but today she had her hair up in a ponytail. I’d forgotten to do that to my own hair. It looked like I was going to have to suck it up and deal with it. 
Celeste was frowning, her mood obviously grumpy. She seemed as happy as I was about the arrangement.
“Let’s get a few things straight,” Celeste said as she walked up to me. “I do not like you. I do not want to do this. And I think you are hiding something. What you did on Speed is irrelevant. You were looking out for yourself.” She dropped her voice to a hissed whisper. “I will find out what it is you are keeping from us.” 
I swallowed nervously. I had to spend the next few hours with her hitting me. I was going to be very sore later.
“Let’s start with the basics,” she said. She stood next to me and faced one of the glass walls. Stars and nebulae sparkled as we passed them. “Stand like this.”
She went up on the balls of her feet with her knees bent, her body pitched a tiny bit forward with her arms up and loose. I tried to mimic her. It didn’t seem too hard.
“This way, if someone comes at you, you will be ready. Watch.” She walked around me, moving my arms to where she thought they should be. Celeste made a slow punch towards my face. “Do you see how when I try to hit you, your arms are at the same height? The easiest way to block is to push my arm aside.”
She had me do it with my right and left hand. We worked on blocks of all kinds. First we went through the motions of how to move and what to do when different strikes came at me, and different punches. Then she showed me how to block kicks, both high and low. 
She stopped me when she thought I had the idea.
“There is a form, or routine, for blocks. I am going to show you and we will run through them over and over. Without warning I am going to go out of order and attack at random. All I want you to do is block. And try not to get hit.” The last bit she said with a smirk.
I took a deep breath to relieve some nerves and moved to the ready position. We went through the routine slowly at first, and then she sped up. We did it over and over. Sweat dripped off of me and soaked through my clothes. My breathing was heavy, but I couldn’t lose my focus. Even with the force behind her strikes greatly reduced, I knew if they landed it would hurt like hell.
We went faster and faster until it got easier. Then suddenly she did a low kick to my knee instead of a right hook and it landed solid. I felt my knee give, and a sharp pain shot up my leg. 
I fell to my good knee, but she didn’t stop. She threw a high kick at me and I blocked that, followed by an elbow to the face that hit really good, right on my chin. I dropped all the way to the floor, lights sparking behind my eyes. I tasted blood. 
I rolled before she could stomp on me. Her foot landed on the floor instead of my back. I kept moving, rolling up onto my knees and then to my feet in a crouch. Her foot swept the ground nice and close, trying to trip me. I jumped up and over until I was back in the fighter’s crouch, facing her and blocking everything she threw at me. 
“You could have really hurt me,” I grunted, as I continued to block. 
She kept coming at me. “I did hurt you, but an enemy is not going to stop because you are down, they will come on harder and stronger until there is no chance of you ever getting up again.”
“It’s my first day – give me a break.” Sweat was dripping down my forehead. What was I going to do when it hit my eyes?
“I am giving you a break. I am not going to be easy on you simply because you are human. You need to learn, and fast. You will do so if I have anything to say about it.” Her face contorted in annoyance. “I do not enjoy this time we have to spend together,” she said.
She faked a right punch, and then socked me straight under the jaw with her left. I crumpled to the floor, completely unconscious.
When I woke up, she was standing over me, fingers on my pulse. “Good, you are alive.” Celeste said nothing else as she stood up straight and held out a hand to help me up.
I pushed her hand away and stood, annoyed and angry. My jaw was throbbing.
“What the hell was that for?” I demanded. I tried to rub out the pain, but it only ached more.
Her face was impassive. “Survival. I am not sure you understand that the instinct to survive is not only triggered, but it can be a choice. You have to know and be ready for anything. This is the crash course, remember? If I am easy on you, you could get killed, or worse; you could get one of us killed.”
“I love your priorities,” I said, as I wiped the blood from my mouth. 
“At least I am honest. Do you know how honest your Captain is?” Celeste cocked her head and smiled.
I knew Wolfe was holding something back, whether it was the shoddy details of his past, or whatever it was he knew about my brother. There was still something he was keeping from me, and Celeste had just confirmed it. “I don’t,” I replied. I knew where she stood far better than I did with Wolfe. “Are you trying to make me doubt his intentions?”
“Why would I do that?” She circled me and I dropped into a crouch, watching her more than listening to what she said. My ears focused on the sound of her movements. The soft scuffle her boots made when she shifted, and the small noise of the fabric her clothes gave when her body moved.
Celeste was way too fast for me, and I had to learn how to use whatever I had. I needed to find out exactly what I was capable of after the changes from my procedure, whether I liked it or not. 
I didn’t turn as she moved. I could tell by the sound of her footsteps where she was. Her weight shifted from foot to foot and her clothing moved, brushing against her skin and clothes. 
“You have your reasons,” I said, not losing my focus. “I don’t need you to like me, Celeste. I just need you to have a little faith. I don’t want to hurt you, or anyone on your ship, and I mean every word of that.”
“Trust is earned, little one.”
I smiled. We were on the same page for once.
Her feet moved a little faster and I felt the air shift as she moved forward. I spun and blocked her downward punch with my arms crossed in front of me. She used so much force I slid backwards with my feet still planted on the floor. Somehow, I held my ground. Her fist didn’t move any closer to my face, but I struggled to hold her off.
I gathered my strength and shoved her back, she stumbled. Then I ran forward with my own attack, a fake to the left, and then a right hook. She blocked it. I dropped to the floor and swung my foot around, sweeping her feet out from underneath her. She rolled and jumped back up. She attacked with speed and full force. I blocked every attack, waiting for my opening.
“You learn quickly,” she mused. 
“It’s one of my only good qualities.” I smiled as she tried to drop kick me. I jumped back, barely missing the brutality of that strike.
She whipped her leg around and I somersaulted forward into her guard. I used my forward momentum, the force of inertia, and put all that force behind my upper cut. I got her right under the chin. It didn’t drop her like I thought it would. Celeste stepped back with a daze, and I spun, giving my roundhouse kick as much strength as I could, using gravity and momentum. She fell then, surprise coloring her face.
I’d never seen Celeste surprised before.
It was like my body knew exactly what it was doing. It did what I wanted it to, and it was able to follow my thoughts like it never had before.
I offered Celeste my hand.
She took it cautiously. I was surprised by how heavy she was. That explained the power behind each hit she delivered, and how strong she was. Her weight didn’t seem to match her slender form and dancer’s muscles.
“I told you,” I said, trying to catch my breath. “I’m here because I need you. I have no reason to stab you in the back.”
“I do not have as much to teach you as I thought,” she said.
I sighed, because she was wrong. “You do, actually. I can’t rely on fear, or anger. I need to be ready at any time.”
Celeste studied me for a second. “I am not going to be able to simply trust you, but I might learn.”
“I can live with that.” I smiled again. 
Then she punched me in the face.




 
When I woke up again I was in the infirmary, and my face felt like it was on fire. 
“Why am I here?” I asked. My throat was dry, and I was so thirsty.
“Here.” Ricky handed me a glass of water.
I sat up and took a sip. “Ouch,” I grumbled. I gingerly touched my nose. It was bandaged, and the skin around my nose felt bruised. I was sure it looked smashed.
“When you didn’t wake up in a reasonable amount of time Celeste brought you here. She broke your nose.”
I winced as I touched it. “I can tell.”
“She didn’t mean to hurt you so badly. She seemed very distressed.”
“She probably didn’t want her precious Captain to be put out.” I slumped back into the bed. I hurt everywhere, and had a migraine that pounded against my skull. I was ready for the day to be over. “How long was I out?”
Ricky crossed his arms. “A day and a half,” he said, his voice mildly disapproving.
I jerked upright. “Are you kidding me?” I yelled, wincing at the pain I caused by moving too quickly. “How is that even possible?”
He sighed. “I don’t know what happened, but perhaps you have limits. Learning to control yourself is causing strain, and your body is figuring out how to adjust. I don’t actually know. It’s only a speculation. I don’t have the equipment that I need to tell you exactly why.”
Rubbing my forehead to try and ease the ache, I asked, “What did you tell Wolfe?” 
Ricky smirked. “That your body was still recovering from your ordeal, and you were probably overworked. You weren’t ready to take on a fight with his Amazon.” 
I smiled. “I don’t think anyone would be ready for a fight with her, even fully healed.”
Ricky grinned back at me, his sharp teeth glinting in the light. “I know I wouldn’t, but thankfully, I am too quick for her to catch.”
Ricky going up against Celeste was a humorous idea; she was nearly a foot taller than him. I looked him up and down, remembering how strong he was. If what Ricky said was true about my limits, then I was going to have some trouble finding the sweet spot. Practicing enough to perfectly know what I could do, and learning how to gain some stamina would be a tricky process. “It’s going to be very inconvenient if I burn out quickly.” I chewed on my lip in thought. Coming up with an explanation every time would be a pain.
Ricky crossed over to his worktable and poured me some more water. “Well, if it ends up that way, you’ll just have to learn your limits. You’ll have to know exactly how much you can do, whether it’s speed or strength.” 
I took the water from him gratefully and sipped it. “Great. Another thing I have to learn.” It was like I had to start over and learn everything from scratch. Everything I knew from living in the 21st Century, my skills and knowledge, were totally useless now. It was like being a child all over again.
He tapped something into his tablet before setting it down. “It could be worse. We haven’t even gotten to languages yet.” 
I glared at him. That was something I was not ready to get into. 
“Since you need time to recover, I’m giving you two days to yourself. I figured that was long enough for Wolfe not to get suspicious. I told him I would check you out before you started more training with Celeste.” A long finger rested against his chin while he contemplated. “Technically, you could still work with crystals, but I thought you might want the time off.” Ricky shrugged with a small smile, and started putting his medical supplies away.
“Oh, thank god,” I sighed in relief. “It’s more keeping up the act that I’m normal, than the work, that makes me tired,” I confessed, trying to keep my voice low. Someone could be listening.
“I know,” Ricky sympathized. His hand grazed mine. 
I didn’t say anything. I didn’t have to. My thoughts were loud and clear. “Can I sleep in my room?” I asked. Being out in the open wasn’t appealing. I wanted the time to think and wrap my head around everything that had happened since we left Speed.
He nodded. “Sure, I’ll walk you there. If there’s anything you need, just let me know.” 
Ricky helped me up and out of the bed. The migraine made my head feel heavy, like it might burst if I moved too quickly. I closed my eyes so the light didn’t hurt as badly.
He brought my arm around his shoulder and took most of my weight. “I’ll bring medicine and tea to your room once I get you there,” he said. “The tea should help you sleep, and the medicine should take care of the migraine.”
I thanked him as we hobbled out of the infirmary and down the halls to my room. He entered in my code for me, and put me in bed. I didn’t dare open my eyes, trusting him to get me there. The shooting pain was already making me sick.
Ricky gently helped me into the bed and tucked the covers around me. I was happy to be in my own bed, with my own things.
He came back with the tablets of medicine and he watched as I took them and finished the tea. The combination of both made me feel woozy and light, but the migraine was receding. I started to slip into dreams almost the second my head touched the pillow. I dreamt that I was back at home.
I murmured softly, trying to tell my brother something I knew was important. “Hey Kris, don’t forget to wake me up in time to leave for the airport, Mom will be mad if we’re late,” I told him. Italy was where we were headed. Was it Italy, or a smoggy planet with a coliseum made of metal?
“Katerina, I will remember,” he answered, but his voice sounded different. It was okay though; I was reassured.
The dreams I had were like memories, but they didn’t quite seem real. I dreamt about Kevin and Kris. Things that had happened mixed with things that never did. 
When I woke up, I was confused and disoriented. I had no idea how long I’d been asleep. I checked my watch, but it was blurry. Blinking until I could see clearly, I peered at it again. It was almost midnight. I groaned. So much time was just slipping away.
“May I come in?” a disembodied voice asked from the other side of the door.
“Yeah, fine,” I grumbled. I didn’t like having to talk when I first woke up. 
Wolfe walked in to my quarters and reality crashed back in. “Captain,” I struggled to get up as I spoke. “What brings you here?”
He gently helped me up. The captain watched my movements carefully as he sat down in the chair near my bed. “I wanted to check on you…and I wanted to apologize.”
I wasn’t upset at anyone but Celeste. She had a reason for punching me at that exact moment. I just wasn’t sure what it was yet. She didn’t seem like a person to do things without motive. I wanted to talk to her, not Wolfe. 
“It’s not your fault, Captain,” I said to reassure him. “I was a little too slow, that’s all. I’ll be fine, just a flesh wound.” I waved off his concern with a smile. 
“I hope you recover soon.” He shifted awkwardly. “I did bring you something I hope will make you feel better.” Wolfe pulled a single white rose from his jacket and held it out to me. “Here, I hope you like it.”
I took it, too surprised to say anything. What in the world made him do such a thing?
My silence seemed to make him uncomfortable. He kept moving in his seat, like he couldn’t figure out how to sit normally. “Look,” he said quickly. “If you don’t like it I can always take it back.” He went to grab it out of my hand.
I moved the flower out of his reach, and Wolfe finally stopped avoiding my gaze. He looked at me, unsure. I still didn’t know what to say. What I did know was that I didn’t want to give it back. “How did you get this? I don’t even…Why?”
He rubbed the back of his neck and generally looked out of his element. “Ricky told me it was customary to bring flowers to someone who was sick or injured back in the day. You seem to be really into history, and we made a stop at a space port yesterday while you were still unconscious.”
“I love it.” I couldn’t stop the smile from spreading.
I was still so shocked he would even take the time to do such a thing. Usually, I tried to be invisible, and I was pretty good at it. Which meant there normally weren’t flowers involved. 
Wolfe’s cheeks were slightly flushed and he couldn’t hold his hands still. I was flustering him, or he was pleased the whole thing hadn’t gone completely south. 
“Thank you,” I said. It was kind of an amusing situation. Suddenly this man was just like the rest of us; not an infallible soldier, but a real person. “It was incredibly thoughtful of you, and it does make me feel better.”
I placed the rose carefully on my nightstand. It still looked fresh, like someone had just gone and picked it moments before. It’d been longer than I liked to think about since I last saw something that reminded me of Earth. Green and growing things weren’t common onboard the Wolfegang.
When I looked back at Wolfe, he seemed upset. His brow furrowed, and he frowned slightly.
“What?” I asked. I didn’t understand what was wrong. He seemed fine just a second ago.
“I made an incorrect decision. I shouldn’t have pushed you into combat training so soon.” He leaned forward, rested his elbows on his knees, and ran his hands over his face.
This conversation was starting to sound a lot like the conversation I had with Kevin right before he convinced me we should get back together. I shook my head. No, this was not the direction I wanted my thoughts to go in. I didn’t want the memories and all those feelings to come back right at that moment. 
Wolfe mistook the reason I was shaking my head. He thought I was reacting to what he said. “No, listen. I really should have listened to you,” he said. “Celeste is the best at her job, but neither of you were ready. She should have held back more and started slower. I was just…if I can’t be there you need to be able to protect yourself.”
I huffed. “Captain, I don’t need you to save me all the time. I’m pretty sure I can take care of myself for the most part.” We had to get off this topic and soon before I lost it and all the memories flooded back. “I forgive you, I promise.”
He looked like he still wanted to say more. I desperately needed something to distract him. “How is the deciphering of your map going?”
There was a pause as he processed my question, and all the guilt erased from his face until he was grinning. Suddenly he looked young. The smile erased the lines and shadows from his face.
Wolfe leaned forward. “I was hoping that you would look at something, maybe you could help me interpret it,” he said. “There is a lot to translate. Some of the words on the map are in Latin, some are in pictographs, and some are in languages and alphabets I don’t even recognize. There is one phrase in Japanese that I can read, and that’s about it. Would you be up for that?” His face was reserved and polite, but his eyes sparkled with excitement.
I actually had never really got a chance to look at the map. My curiosity piqued. I didn’t even know what it was a map of. “What about this map is so important?” I asked.
Wolfe grinned. “It’s supposed to tell us where to find certain treasures and lost artifacts. The map I managed to get a hold of is whispered about in the underground circles. By carbon dating, it’s a few hundred years old.”
What treasures and artifacts could it possibly lead to? I wondered if it was even a legitimate map. It sounded too good to be true.
“Yes, Captain, I would like that very much.”
“When you’re feeling better,” Wolfe said. “You can come see me and we can go over it together.” He stood up and clasped his hands behind his back. “I look forward to seeing you later.”
Then he turned and left my quarters, and I watched him go. I couldn’t help but smile as I glanced at the rose. There was a really stupid, girly part of me that was extremely pleased he’d given me the flower.
I saw Wolfe’s manual next to the white rose, and his notes on the crystals sitting there. They stared at me, waiting for me to read them. I didn’t know if that’s what I wanted to do though. My fingers trailed along the stem of the rose as I thought. I grabbed my tablet and resisted searching for any games I could play. Instead, I brought up the search bar.
Wolfe’s explanation of how the military worked gave me a lot of questions. I didn’t think I should ask him the finer details of the military’s infrastructure as I wasn’t sure how much of the amnesia excuse I could get away with.
In the search bar, I typed in ‘Galactic Federation military structure.’ The search brought up endless results. I tapped the first option, deciding to make my way down the list until I had the answers I was looking for. 
There was an article written by the President General. The commander of the entire Military branch was also the political President of the entire Galactic Federation. I frowned; that sounded a lot like a military dictatorship. If the President controlled both politics and the military with no resistance, a lot of decisions could have multiple, underlying reasons. I thought about it. The President wanted more citizens who would pay taxes, and so he approved his own proposal to go to war if a society didn’t sign his treaty. I shook my head. It sounded like a huge mess.
I scanned the article. Confused, I went back to the beginning. How could the entire Federation military be staffed by humans alone? There were hundreds and thousands of alien races. Why would none of them join the military? I kept reading.
Apparently the Federation military was in charge of all other armies, fleets, and soldiers from planets that fell to the Federation’s rule. There was a list of cooperating armies who fought for the Federation as needed. They were allowed to defend their planet only from a society or race that didn’t fall under Federation rule. 
If the Federation called, they had to fight, regardless of what the people thought. The whole idea felt slimy to me.
Hold up, there was a special mention. ‘The Sarmation Army was disbanded at the end of their war with the Federation for their freedom. Sarmatia is forbidden to have a standing army.’
I stared at that line and didn’t even know how to react. Why would they specifically disband that army? I may not like Celeste all that much, but that girl could kick some ass from here to next Tuesday. I would want her and her race on my team if I were the Federation.
I turned the tablet off when I realized how hungry I was. I still couldn’t quite get over the Sarmation Army being disbanded. How many thousands or hundreds of thousands of people were out of work because of that? If I were Celeste, I’d be angry all the time too. It explained why she hated humans so much.


I put the tablet away, and tried not to think about it too much. It wasn’t like I could ask her about it without her freaking out on me. She’d probably break my nose again.
I took the covers off but sat on the bed for a second before I got up. Ricky told me I wasn’t allowed to get out of bed that day, so I had to comm him and let him know what I needed. If I did what I wanted to do – which was go to the galley and get my own food – it wouldn’t just be Ricky who’d be angry with me. It’d be Wolfe too. The chances of me running into either one of them was slim, but I wasn’t sure it was worth the risk. 
To get to the galley there was a direct path through the common area, but the way the ship was built there was no way someone wouldn’t notice me.
The door opened with a whoosh. “I’m glad you didn’t try anyway,” Ricky said as he carried in a tray full of food. “I would have sedated you for your own good.”
“I was only a little hungry,” I said, a tad dismayed at how much there was to eat on the platter.
“You can take what you want and leave the rest; I just thought it would be good for you to also have some snacks.”
“What have you been working on all day?” I asked, perusing the food. 
“Nothing exciting. I’ve been updating all of the medical equipment, the information manuals for the new techniques and cures, and ordering supplies for the ship. When we arrive at our next port they will be waiting for us.” He popped something from the tray into his mouth. “I’ve also been catching up on my Earth mythology. Wolfe asked me to help with his new pet project. That blasted map has had him locked up in his office all day.” Ricky shook his head at the thought. “I worry sometimes that he’s going to forget he’s human and completely stop eating and sleeping.” Ricky sat on the edge of my bed and watched me nibble on a piece of cheese. “A lot like someone else on board this ship.”
“No, I like my sleep,” I told him, trying a little bit of everything on the platter. Most of it I didn’t recognize, but everything was tasty.
“I meant the bit about being human,” Ricky stressed.
I didn’t look at him. Maybe if I pretended that I didn’t hear him, he’d drop it.
“I’m not going to drop it,” Ricky said, answering my thoughts. “It’s unhealthy to shut everything out.” His golden-honey eyes watched me closely. “The tragedy and horror of everything you lost when you woke up isn’t going to go away. It’ll just wait until you least expect it, and leave you incapacitated when you need your strength most.”
His insight was ridiculously accurate and annoying.
“I’m not sure what you’re talking about, Ricky, but I’ll let you know how I’m feeling after I’ve rested a bit more.” 
Of course, I knew exactly what he was saying, but I still wasn’t sure how to deal with it. So I put it away, hidden in the back of my mind. Until one day when I might have the strength to face the reality of what was done to my genes…and whatever future I might’ve had, but lost.
Ricky sighed at me, aware that I was ignoring him, but he was stubborn as well. “I’ll be back in a few hours with some tea and to replace your bandage. Good luck with your research.”
I munched on something crunchy. More research wasn’t something I really wanted to do at the moment. A nap sounded like a much better idea.
I woke up to Ricky taking the bandage off my nose. It stung like hell.
“Couldn’t you have woken me up first?” I snapped at him. I pushed him off and carefully tested my nose. At least it didn’t seem so wobbly anymore.
“How does it feel?” Ricky asked.
Like all the fires from the seven levels of hell took residence in my face. “Better,” I said. If you compared it to how my face felt before…better was an adequate response.
Ricky ignored my inner ramblings and grabbed his portable x-ray machine. He held it over my face for a second before examining the image more closely. “Well, it should be feeling better. The cracks in the bone have rejoined much faster than anticipated. Only a hairline fracture remains,” he informed me.
“Convenient for me.” I was relieved the pain wouldn’t last long, but the unusually quick recovery would only complicate things.
He rubbed a salve on my nose and then re-bandaged it carefully. 
“How does the bruising look?” I asked.
“Like you got kicked in the face by a donkey.”
I laughed. At least it would look convincing for a while. 
“It seems that the genes are programmed to heal essential structural damage first before it moves on to critical areas.” Ricky put away his things in a black bag, and then sat on the edge of my bunk. “Are you going to stay in bed, or are you going to work on something?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “As long as I don’t have to go up against Celeste again, I should be fine.” I shrugged and took the tea he offered me. 
“What exactly happened?” he asked.
“I don’t even really know,” I answered. “It didn’t seem like she was intentionally trying to hurt me, but like she hoped I’d understand something. I’ve no idea what though.”
I rubbed my cheek, feeling the bruising under the skin. “Maybe I’ll learn something from her. I just have to figure out what.”
Knowing a little about Celeste’s history might help me understand what that something might be. With her knowledge in the field of weapons and self-defense I assumed she used to be a part of the Sarmatian Army. Maybe in her own warped way, Celeste was trying to get me to understand what she went through. The pain she felt at the end of the war when everything she knew and loved was destroyed…or I was completely wrong, and she really just wanted to teach me how bad it felt to get punched in the face.
Ricky smiled at me in a way that made me think he was questioning my sanity. “I wish you the best of luck with that,” he said.
Pushing the tray of food away, I smirked at him. “Thanks,” I said sarcastically. I finished the rest of my tea. “Between the crystals, Celeste, Wolfe’s little mystery map, and everything else, I’m not quite sure how it’s all going to fit in.”
“Just like everything else – a little bit at a time.” Ricky sipped at his own tea, his leg crossed at the ankle. 
I peered at him. “Are you going to be staying?” 
There was a twinkle in his eyes, like he thought he was so funny. “For a little while.”
I shook my head, but couldn’t keep from smiling back. I grabbed the tablet on my nightstand and opened it back up to my search results. My eyes closed, and I was asleep before I even started reading. An alien watched over me while I slept.




 
By the next day I was sick of being in bed and feeling handicapped. So I took it upon myself to shower and get dressed. Then I headed down to the engine room with the crystal manual and the record player Ricky had given me.
I heaved the heavy door open and stepped into the room. The lights were set to dim and it was just me in there with the hum of power. There was a hatch in the floor that I was careful to step around, and then I put the manual on the worktable with the record player. That hatch had piqued my curiosity ever since I first saw it. Now that I was here alone, maybe I could take a quick look.
Glancing around to make sure I was alone, I knelt on the floor and turned the lever on the hatch. I’d wanted to know what the engine looked like since the first time I’d been in that room. The metal groaned as I heaved it up and the interior below glowed with an iridescent blue. Quickly, before I could change my mind, my feet went in and found the ladder. Each step took me forever since I had to feel around before I put the rest of my weight on the rung. 
About halfway down I stumbled, the ball of my foot sliding right off the metal rung and I fell. My hands clenched involuntarily, but the pipes slid right through my fingers. I felt the drop in the pit of my stomach and hit the bottom before I could even get the breath to scream.
I sat on the floor for a second to catch my breath. Well. Sliding was definitely a faster way to get down, and it wasn’t all that far. Maybe I could do it on purpose next time. I stood up and took a look around. 
The room was so incredibly huge I could barely comprehend what I was seeing. There was a noise that sounded like a helicopter, heavy and thumping. I could feel the pressure of it against my skin and the weight of it on my chest. My eyes adjusted and I could see what was making the noise.
Three separate engines filled the space. The engines themselves were underneath the cargo hold and the crystal room. They were cylindrical, and roughly eight feet long with a six foot diameter, and they spun with an almost soothing thump-thump. The engines glowed with that iridescent blue, lighting up the entire engine room just enough so that I could see without any other light.
I felt tiny next to them.
There were different shades of light - from the different crystals, I assumed. I itched to sit there and look through everything, figure out how it worked and why, where certain crystals went and what they did exactly, but I held back. I couldn’t do that on my own; something would probably explode. I’d have to ask someone to show me how it worked and what I could mess with while we still traveled in space.
I took one last, longing look before I climbed back up the ladder and into the crystal workroom. Carefully, I closed the hatch and the thumping noise softened until it was part of the background, as it always was. 
The manual was still on the table where I left it. I didn’t need Wolfe’s help to do this. Crossing the room and I opened the manual to a random page, I glanced through the sketches and instructions until I found what I was looking for. It would be like learning a new recipe, or a new language. I just hoped my experiment would work.
The gloves I used last time with Wolfe still sat on the table. They looked forgotten. I mentally slapped myself out of my weird mood. Something was bothering me, and affecting my thoughts. I didn’t know exactly why I felt that way, but it’s why I was there: to try and distract myself out of it. I didn’t like feeling on edge.
The gloves slipped over my hands, fitting just as perfectly as they had the first time. I flipped through the pages until I found something close to what I needed. Then I crouched down and rummaged under the worktable for some blank crystals, preferably uncut, something easy to work with. Reds and greens were simple, purple a little harder, and black the hardest.
The risk of blowing something up increased in proportion to the darkness of the crystals. The darker they were, the more power they held. The bright, blue crystals had a whole set of rules unto themselves. I managed to find a box of clear, uncut crystals. Clear crystals could be used for almost anything, but they didn’t add power, only twisted the power that went through them according to the inscribed commands.
I sat cross-legged on the ground and pulled the manual down and into my lap so I could look through the boxes and match the crystals to what the manual said to use. I flipped the pages until I found the section on clear crystals. I needed to find one that I could cut into slides and then program. Make it do something simple, like play music.
I bent down to get a closer look at the delicate notes in the manual and pushed my curly, unruly mess of hair out of my face. My hair always managed to get in the way, enough that I constantly thought about cutting it all off. I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. For some weird reason I felt like if I cut it off, I would lose all contact with my past. One more change that might tip the scale and I would lose my mind.
A strand fell in my face as I shook my head. I pushed the thoughts away along with my hair and took a small, cloudy crystal out of the box. I needed something clearer. Placing the cloudy one back, I picked up a rock that could be promising, if I cut it correctly. The ugly rock surrounded most of the outside, but there was a small piece chipped away that showed a clear crystal on the inside. I hoped the rock didn’t have veins in the actual crystal part.
I pulled myself up and swiped my hand over the table. The holograms stuttered into being and the light from them shone brightly. I put the rock above the circle and it stayed fixed in place. I tapped an icon and the laser cutter powered up. I took a pair of goggles from a drawer and placed them carefully over my eyes. The manual said there could be sparks when you cut a raw crystal. I held the tool carefully with both hands and sliced the rock in half. The two sides separated and continued to hover over the table. I lifted up my goggles as I picked up one half to get a better look. The crystal inside was so clear I could see through to the outer crust. 
I smiled and shoved my goggles back on. I repositioned one half of the crystal and cut the outside rock off in a hexagonal shape. When there was no rock left on the crystal, I sliced it horizontally like I would onions or tomatoes. When that was done I wiped off the crystal slices with a special velvet cloth, leaving no dust or residue. All the crystal dust collected under the table in a small cache while I was working. 
Briefly, I wondered if I could use the dust for something, but then focused back on my experiment. I swiped the setting to one for working on delicate slices and took out the diamond inscriber. I wrote a simple inscription for amplification, another for sound, and then the hardest part - to have it read music, and the command to play. 
I took the case off the record player and placed the crystal in one of the empty slots I’d noticed the last time I was working on it. The crystal I placed in the record player was a conduit for power in this particular set-up. The electricity would run through the single crystal card I’d made, and then the machine would do what it was commanded to by my inscriptions.
The final moment of truth; I flipped the switch and the music that played throughout the room bounced off the walls sweetly. I smiled a genuine, happy smile. The first time I could remember doing so in a long time. The violin strings were so pure, the sad wailing clearer than anything I’d ever heard. The amplifier I’d added also remastered the sound.
“Classical music is not something everyone can enjoy,” Wolfe told me. 
I spun around in shock, angry that my moment was taken away. I wanted to be alone, not invaded every five seconds because Wolfe felt like stalking me. I mentally chided myself; it was his ship. He wasn’t trying to spy on me. The man had brought me a damn flower for chrissake. I needed to relax. 
“You catch on quickly,” Wolfe said. His hands were clasped behind his back. “Soon you’ll be running this ship all on your own.”
I lifted the goggles from my face and let them rest on the top of my head. They held my hair back quite effectively. Maybe I should wear them more often. “Not my intention, sir. I like following and contributing.” I wasn’t sure if I should take off the gloves, so I kept them on. I wrung my hands, not sure what was going on, or why he was there. Even after all our encounters, I still wasn’t sure how to act around him.
Wolfe’s hands were in his pockets, and he looked at the floor. “You have natural leadership. Ricky doesn’t take to just anyone. I don’t know much about your past, but I’m impressed at who you are now.” He looked at me then and shrugged. “You have almost nothing to go off of with that note from your brother, but you’re still determined to find him. You could have galaxies to scour for him, and it doesn’t seem to faze you at all.” He shook his head with a rueful smile. “I’m jealous of the kind of loyalty you have for your brother.”
I frowned. “Sir, you do have that kind of loyalty. From your crew,” I told him, not understanding why he was jealous. 
He looked away, and when he spoke, he didn’t respond to my statement. “If you get a break, I’ll be in my office. I hoped you might have time to take a look at the map today.”
Before I could say anything else he was gone, which was weird. He looked worn; whatever was on that map was taking a lot out of him. Wolfe probably wasn’t even aware of it. Maybe I should check on him; I could go see him in his office and find out exactly what was going on.
I turned off the music and put everything away. It was time for me to take a look at this stupid map. The faster it was deciphered, the faster Wolfe would go back to normal. I took the shortcut and went up the ladder to the hallway above. The captain’s office door was closed. I knocked quickly and waited for a response. 
Wolfe opened the door. “I was hoping to see you,” he said.
“You asked me to.” I stepped inside and the door closed behind us. “I wanted to finally get a look at this map,” I said.
I stood in the middle of his office and saw how messy it had become. He had items and recycled papers strewn everywhere and on every surface in the room. There were empty cups sitting around and dishes from when he’d eaten. It was utter chaos.
“It’s all laid out for you,” Wolfe said. “Would you like something to drink?”
I had no idea where to begin. “Coffee, if it’s available. If not, then just water. Thank you.” 
He motioned for me to sit on the couch. The table in front of it was covered with Wolfe’s notes and references spread all over it in a giant mess I could appreciate.
“I’ll get you a cup.” He gestured to the clutter and said, “That is what I’ve been working on, but here is the map.” He carefully placed a very old, weathered, and stained piece of paper on the table atop the books.
I took a seat and picked up the parchment very carefully; glad that I’d kept the gloves on. There were designs and words all over it. There was only one place it showed: a country with a city, and a picture I couldn’t quite make out. Nothing on the map was actually labeled.
“Do you know where this country or province is?” I asked, as Wolfe moved around getting the coffee ready. 
He brought the cup of steaming goodness over and took another look. He’d made my coffee right, not needing to ask me. It surprised me that he remembered how I took it.
“I do not,” he answered.
I took a sip without saying anything and focused on the matter at hand. I pointed to the picture next to the city. “Do you know what this is?”
Wolfe sat on the chair next to me and started flipping through some of his books. “Yes, that symbol is the artifact that we’re looking for. It’s supposed to be made out of solid gold - a small statue of a deity.” He found what he was looking for and turned the book so I could see.
Now that Wolfe was closer I could see the scruff on his cheeks, the black hair glistening in the soft light of his office. I dragged my attention back to the book. 
There was the same symbol, but half of it wasn’t in English. It wasn’t anything I recognized either. “Do you know what language this is?”
“There is no program for this language. I ran it through the computer, but it wasn’t able to recognize the source.”
I chewed on my lip as I thought. “That’s inconvenient. Let me see if I can sort some of this other stuff out.”
He nodded and handed me his tablet. “This is what I’ve got so far, but it’s not much.” 
Something about the symbol, the country, or city looked familiar, like a name on the tip of the tongue that I just couldn’t figure out. 
I put aside his tablet and pulled the map closer. “Do you have a magnifying glass or something?” 
Wolfe handed me a heavy object I didn’t recognize. It wasn’t quite a magnifying glass, but it did the same thing, except that it was digital. I could zoom in and out to see more, like on a digital picture. 
I placed it over the symbol on the map, and that feeling tickled my brain again. I almost had it. Why did it look so familiar? I zoomed to the largest frame and just stared at it.
Nothing. I sat back, annoyed. I drank my coffee as I thought. Wolfe stared at me. I could see him in my peripheral vision. He seemed confused with his brow furrowed, but he didn’t look like he was going to interrupt my thought process. 
Smart man.
I looked at all of the inscriptions around the map – pitiful map that it was – and searched for a clue. There had to be a base language, the one that came first and not the ones that were added for translation. The only English bit was in Wolfe’s handwriting and it said, “Not part of history.” He must’ve translated the Japanese phrase.
What did that mean? It was so frustrating because I felt like I should know what it was trying to imply. I looked through the inscriptions again, and this time my eyes snagged on something interesting.
“Runes? There are runes on this map.” I showed Wolfe what I was talking about. I could almost feel each piece slide precisely into place as I remembered reading a book on runes in college.
“These marks here are runes, and they look like real runes, not something from Tolkien, but Goth maybe? The Goth alphabet was lost.” I looked closer. “And there are only two symbols here. It has to be a name of something, or a description of this picture.” I pointed to the drawing of what he thought was a sculpture. “And the drawing here, it’s actually a pendant. It was originally made of silver and worn by a priestess I can’t remember the name of, but she was renowned at the time.”
Excitement crept into my voice and I bounced in my chair as the pieces fell into place. Wolfe looked at each item I’d pointed at but there was no comprehension in his eyes.
Discouraged, I asked, “Do you have any idea what I’m talking about?”
“You are starting to enter scholar territory. I wouldn’t know any of this. And this bit here,” he said, pointing to the runes I’d mentioned, “is so ancient I’m not even sure it’s taught in any curriculum anymore. Ricky would know more about it than I. Maybe I should go get him.” 
Wolfe started to get up, but I grabbed his wrist to stop him. “No! I mean, uh, wait, because I’m being a little vague. You have to know about Vikings, right?” I wanted him to understand why it was so interesting.
He smiled then. “Yes, of course. The great warriors of our ancestors. We were taught at my academy of their fearlessness in battle.”
I was confused. “The military taught you this?”
“Yes. Normal civilians don’t care to know how to fight battles or how to win wars. My particular instructor had a flair for honor throughout the ages. So I learned of King Arthur and his knights, the Vikings, Samurais, and gladiators.”
I chewed on my lip as I looked back at the runes. “Well, that’s something at least. What did they tell you?”
“Their fighting styles, their wars, and what they did when they failed; what happened to them when they died.”
“Yes! The Vikings go to Valhalla right?”
He frowned. “Yes…what are you getting at, Kat? This is getting tedious.”
Annoyed that he would consider my attempts to get him to understand, tedious, I was about to snap a reply, but something caught my attention.
“Hold on,” I said softly as a thought hit me. 
I took his tablet and entered Vikings into the search engine. It came up with the same usual stuff, blah, blah, and things I already knew. “Can this search pictures?” I asked, frustrated at having to search through each page.
“Yes, take a picture and press search; it’ll cross reference all the pictures that are available on the database.” Wolfe took the tablet from me and set it up so all I had to do was press enter. My lack of new technology know-how was apparently getting to him.
I took the picture quickly and pressed search. There were only three results.
“I knew it,” I breathed. “It’s Brisingamen.” 
“Brisingamen.” He paused. “And what is that?” Wolfe asked, sounding frustrated. He frowned at me. It seemed it was all a little too much for him to take in.
“Did you run the map through the database? Do you have any idea where this is?” I asked. I looked through his notes impatiently. He wasn’t answering me fast enough.
“What is Brisingamen, Kat?”
I stopped and stared at him, completely frustrated that he wasn’t catching on. “What it is, Captain, is something that won’t be deserved if you do not appreciate exactly what it is. Whatever you were told about this map is wrong, but you’re getting something so much better than you thought. We won’t be searching for a stupid golden statue, but a piece of jewelry so beautiful that it was given a name: Brisingamen.”
The confusion in his face cleared, replaced by understanding and annoyance. The annoyance was equally returned on my part. I couldn’t believe how much modern humans didn’t know about their own culture.
I pointed to the symbol again. “This is the sign of a deity. Not for the deity herself, but for her necklace that she wore at all times. There was a lot of scandal surrounding it. Freyja, the wife of Odin – the all-father – was the goddess of love, lust, sorcery, beauty, war, and death.” I started talking with my hands. I’d taken a few classes on mythology in college and told him the myth from memory. “The story says that she was passing by a stone where dwarves lived, and saw four of them constructing the most beautiful necklace that ever existed. She offered them anything, any amount of gold they could want, but that’s not what they wanted. They told her if she slept with each one on a separate night, only then could she have it. Four days later she came home with Brisingamen, crafted by the most skilled metal smiths in the Yggdrasil, or ‘world tree.’ It was crafted with precious, priceless jewels and gems; silver and gold. Supposedly it has powers, but I don’t think that’s why you want it.” I eyed him. It couldn’t possibly be real, but if it was something even close, it would be gorgeous.
“Are you going to sell it?” I demanded to know.
“What else would I do with an artifact?” Wolfe retorted. “I have no use for it, no reason to keep it, especially if I can get money for it that would take care of my ship and crew for who knows how long. What would you have me do with it?” he asked. The lines on his forehead deepened. 
I realized my question made him angry.
I stood up and looked at him, trying to keep a leash on my temper. I had to remind myself that he was brought up differently. That he wouldn’t, and could never understand.
“What would I have you do with it?” I repeated his question, sarcasm dripping from each word. “I don’t know, Captain. It’s your map, your piece of history. I just want you to realize what it could mean if it really is the legendary necklace.” I paced as my anger grew. If the necklace was real, what else in our supposed mythology was real? How could he not see what all this could mean?
“What else could be out there?” I asked, trying to get him to see what I was trying to get at. “Wouldn’t you find it at all useful if it has the protective powers the rumors mention? No, you only see how much it is worth, how much you could sell it for. Do you view everything that way?” I stopped pacing, crossed my arms, and glared at him. “What am I worth then? How easily could I be sold?”
I’d lost control. The anger had me shaking. Words poured out of my mouth; words I’d never meant to say out loud, and they cracked like a whip through the room. My insecurity was like a gaping hole that I couldn’t escape, I kept slipping into it. Ever since I’d set foot on the ship and become crew, I’d questioned my purpose, and my value. If I wasn’t worth my weight aboard the ship…would I become just as useless as an artifact, regardless of the value? If Wolfe couldn’t use it, he wouldn’t keep it. The realization of how incredibly heartless he could be rippled through me. My chest heaved with my rapid breathing, and I seethed. 
Wolfe’s mouth hung slightly open, surprise and hurt coloring his features, but I didn’t care. I wanted him to tell me exactly what he thought of me, even if I had to provoke it out of him.
“Tell me, sir, how quickly would you use me? If I’m not worth much, would you toss me overboard like useless cargo for a few meals? Tell me!” My fists smashed into the table, and papers flew.
His silence stretched, and it tore at me. I was breaking inside, my shattered heart and mind seeping like an infected wound. Being abandoned and then tortured left me aching for answers. My questions pressed in on my insecurities, the wounds you couldn’t see, and made the sores ooze and weep. 
What was I worth?
Wolfe lurched out of his chair and grabbed me by my biceps, his grip tight, but it didn’t hurt enough to cut through my haze. He shook me, and I tried to get free, but he was a lot stronger than I was. He was touching me. After everything he’d seen, could he really be so stupid? I couldn’t move at all, even when I struggled like a wild animal, kicking and screaming.
“Kat, just stop and listen.”
I didn’t want to. I just wanted him to let go of me. The audacity he had.
“Katerina, listen!” he roared.
His voice cut through the chattering voices in my head, the questions that repeated over and over. They all hushed as Wolfe forced me to look into his eyes, his fingers holding and lifting my chin up with force. I jerked my chin out of his grasp, but didn’t look away. 
It was then that I realized I was crying. Stupid, silent tears streamed down my face and blurred my vision. Everything was clouded by the haze of anger that had quickly turned to a sick rage. His green eyes pierced through me, and I couldn’t look away. I had to know what I was worth to him, and for once, I wasn’t going to run from the question. There was only so much I could hide.
My voice cracked as I spoke, “I’m listening, sir.”
He looked so sad, watching me as I fell apart. The tenuous strings were so frayed they were finally ripping. I’d been holding myself together, ignoring the pain, and the gates had broken against the pressure. 
I felt lost.
“Katerina, I’m not quite sure why you think I would get rid of you. It’s a ludicrous idea you’ve had since I met you.” He slowly let go of me, as if he were afraid I’d run. “For the last time, I’m not going to turn you in. I’m not going to sell or trade you, and I’m not going to leave you behind.”
My arms hung at my sides, feeling useless. “Why?” It was a simple question, but there were so many possible answers. I wasn’t sure I could hear any of them, but I had to. “Why?” I repeated.
Wolfe sighed then, and my stomach dropped with a sick feeling. What was he going to say to me? He was waiting for the right moment to use me. I knew it. And now I would have the confirmation I so desperately looked for.
“Katerina.” He brushed the hair out of my face very gently, and the way he said my name – it was almost soothing. “I’m not sure why,” Wolfe said. “I just know that you’re my family now, my crew, and you’re quickly becoming someone we can trust to keep us alive.”
I eyed him speculatively. “Is that all? I’m supposed to what, just believe you?”
He watched my stormy, grey eyes carefully. I knew what he saw: roiling clouds, dark, and ready to let loose a nasty blizzard. I could hide everything I felt, but my eyes always betrayed me. If someone could stand to look into them, they could see the tempest, but it was my only tell. Most of the time, people didn’t have the stomach to look me straight in the eyes.
People usually found the grey too unsettling.
Wolfe stepped a tiny bit closer. “You don’t have to believe me, but I would like you to. I’ve no idea what you’ve been through, only what I witnessed these past few weeks. I think you should know that I can wait as long as I need to.”
“For my trust?” I shook like a leaf from all the emotions, and I had no control. I hated it. Wolfe could be so disarming. Right now he was gentle and honest. The last thing I expected after screaming at him.
“For your trust, for you to heal, for the possibility that one day you might see me as more than just your Captain.”
My heart stopped and I was as still as death while I processed what he was telling me. What exactly was he saying?
If Wolfe saw my inner panic, he didn’t let it show. “Please, just remember that. I can always be just a friend, your Captain, or whatever you need me to be, Katerina.” He moved slowly forward, and then he kissed my forehead softly; innocent and sweet.
It shook me to my core; the weeping cracks throughout me leaned into the healing warmth as my mind tried to shy away from it all. I didn’t want it, and I didn’t want his feelings. They hurt, and I couldn’t allow it. I couldn’t afford the luxury. I was at the door before I even realized I was moving.
Wolfe’s voice made me pause. “Kat,” his words were tight. “When you’re ready, we’ll try and find this place where they keep the Brisingamen. Okay?”
That was not what I expected him to say. I nodded; glad to be back on safe ground. Then I fled his office, frightened of the implications our conversation had.




 
I was in my quarters, trying to get myself back under control, to stop crying and just breathe. Everything that happened in Wolfe’s office…I still didn’t understand why I freaked out. Was it really about the necklace?
Or was it because I’d been holding back every single feeling since I’d realized I wasn’t in Kansas anymore? I was in a completely different time, and all that pain was waiting for me to slip up.
Well, I definitely slipped. 
I buried my face in my hands as I remembered exactly how out of control I’d been. So what if I meant everything I’d said? It was something I never planned to actually say out loud to Wolfe. Why did he have to go and tell me he wanted to be more than my Captain? I totally could’ve been overreacting, and he could’ve just meant that he wanted to be friends; an innocent statement. Maybe he wanted to be best friends? It sounded ridiculous to me, but I didn’t know him well enough to assume what he was trying to say. 
Even the idea of the possibility that he’d consider…I couldn’t even think about it, the thought terrified me so much. Even if I got closer to Wolfe, and gave it a chance, I’d have to tell him about my secret at some point, and tell him about my past.
I didn’t think I could tell him. I didn’t want to.
Wolfe never outright said what I suspected he meant, but it was there. It was like a huge rock in my chest.
My heart twinged. It wasn’t his fault; things just happened sometimes. But I asked, that stupid little voice reminded me. I demanded to know what he thought I was worth. At least I didn’t have to worry about him kicking me off of the ship for a while. Not until I did something else incredibly stupid.
I rolled over and covered my head with the blanket. The lights were off, but I wanted that extra layer of darkness; of protection. How did a simple conversation about lore turn into this mess? 
It was mostly my fault. Okay, it was all my fault.
What was I supposed to do now? Naturally, I wanted to avoid Wolfe. His words left too many unanswered questions. Questions I didn’t have the courage to ask. 
The blankets and pillows created a comforting cocoon. My fingers wrapped in the fabric as I wondered what I should do about Wolfe. I could always ignore the problem until it went away, or blew up in my face. Despite the possibility of an extremely messy situation if things went south, it was my best bet for sanity. I’d wanted the truth, and now I had it – to a degree.
I was such a coward.
The darkness pressed around me, warm and comforting. I closed my eyes, and my muscles relaxed slowly. I started to mentally put everything back in its place. The conversation with Kevin, and how he wanted to wait for me until the procedure was over, I tucked that away first. Then all the anger at everything I’d lost went next. The last thing I put away was my confusion over the Captain. The process helped me regain my composure, and I almost felt normal again. 
It was hours before Ricky asked to enter my room. He stood at the door, the light from the hallway seeping in. His shadow was long and other.
I’d stopped shaking, and I’d washed the streaks off my face from the tears. No one would know just by looking at me that I was barely keeping it together. 
The stupid telepath had to be the one to check on me. He was the only one who could possibly see inside me, and know exactly how precarious things were.
Ricky didn’t say anything, he just looked at me. Finally he spoke, “The captain asked to see you. He said it was regarding your brother.”
My stomach clenched. The one and only card that could get me to see him right now, and he played it. “Is it really about my brother, Rick?” I draped my arm across my face to hide from him.
Ricky stepped into the room then and switched on the light, but he kept it dim. “Yes it is, Kat. He’s not as bad as you think he is.” His footsteps were soft against my floor as he crossed the room, and he sat next to me, the mattress caving under his weight. “I’m sorry for what Celeste said about Wolfe and how you might not be able to trust him, but she filled that vacuum of your knowledge with doubt. I’m sorry,” Ricky said. He grabbed my arm and pulled me up gently until I was sitting. “I should’ve told you more. There’s only so much I have the right to tell you. I don’t like invading someone’s privacy. To reveal something that person should be able to tell when they feel the time is right.”
My muscles ached, and I was exhausted from all the emotional turmoil. “Thank you for letting me know about my brother,” I said. Sometimes Ricky had double standards when it came to revealing information. “I will be up in just a moment.” I chose to ignore his other comments.
My trust issues had nothing to do with Ricky, and he shouldn’t feel responsible. But I needed to recognize my weaknesses so I could grow from them, get stronger, and tougher. Whatever I had to do to keep it together and function.
When I stood, Ricky stayed on my bed and watched me closely. I went to my bathroom and stared at myself in the mirror. My eyes were still a tiny bit red, and there were small bags under them, but I was pretty sure I was the only one who knew they were there. 
In my bag full of toiletries, my stick of eyeliner – blackest kohl – stared back at me. I grabbed it and looked in the mirror one last time. I needed some armor, some camouflage to hide any trace of my tears. I rimmed my eyes in it, so dark and thick. The eyeliner was like a mask; something I could hide behind. The dark lines made me feel a little less naked when I saw the results. 
Seeing Wolfe so soon after our altercation wasn’t something I was ready for, afraid I’d lose it on him again. The last thing I needed was to fly off the handle with the whole crew there. All four us nice and cozy, while we all hid something from the others.
One last thing and my mask would be complete. I took out the rubber band holding my hair. The curls fell over my shoulders and down my back in a crazy, wild mass. It was another layer to my armor. My hair was such a dark brown it was almost black; the eyeliner and the hair made me look like a wild woman. If you didn’t look too closely I appeared strong.
I was the only one who knew it was an act.
My eyes found Ricky’s in the mirror. Well, maybe not, but this wasn’t something he would tell Wolfe. He had his privacy rules to keep.
The shirt I was wearing was dirty and dusty from the work on the crystals, and stained with my tears. I stripped it off. Ricky said nothing, and I really didn’t care. If he was uncomfortable he could leave. This was my room after all.
A pristine white shirt went over my head. I took off my dusty pants and replaced them with leather ones that hugged me. They fit like they were made just for me. My boots lay in a heap on the floor and I contemplated not wearing shoes; they just bothered me and made my skin itch. So I went for it, already on the edge of sanity. I might as well be comfortable while I slowly lost myself.
Composure and sanity were two very different things.
Even though Wolfe tried to reassure me, all those questions I demanded he answer were still floating around in my head. They teased and taunted. They told me there was still more he wasn’t telling. I believed him when he said I was welcome on the Wolfegang. There was no way I could possibly be sure Wolfe told me the truth, but I felt it deep in my gut. There was the possibility that Wolfe was trying to lead me into a false sense of security. That wouldn’t make any sense though. Not if he wanted to be more than just my captain. More how, exactly?
Once again, he’d been non-specific.
Wolfe being something other than a friend was something I could easily prevent. I wouldn’t allow it. Kris was my priority. 
Ricky followed me out of my quarters, and I barely felt the cold as I walked through the halls. We passed the cargo bay, the bridge hanging right over it, and then the path became a hallway again. My feet felt the rugs that covered the common room floor trying to mop up the cold. Then down the hall to the Captain’s office, and it was back to cold metal. One advantage was that without my boots I was completely silent; no ring of heels on the metal, just pure silence.
I stood on the threshold for a few moments, the door already open, and listened to what Wolfe and Celeste were saying. I tried to piece it together so that the words made sense. Ricky was a shadow next to me. 
 “We should be reaching Enzo within the week. We need a strategy to get in without being detected,” Wolfe said. 
He faced Celeste who reclined on the couch. Wolfe began pacing when the silence apparently became too long for him.
Celeste was picking at her nails. “What did you have in mind?” she finally asked. “Although, I still think this whole idea is stupid and dangerous. Oh, and quite stupid.” Sarcasm laced her words like poison.
Ricky stepped into the office and sat on the couch. “Yes, we clearly know your opinion,” Ricky muttered. She must be getting on his nerves. Maybe it was an off day for everyone.
“Well –,” Wolfe stopped mid-sentence “Kat!” he said my name in surprise. “How long have you been standing there?”
I shrugged a shoulder.
An awkward and bruised pause hung in the air as they all stared at me. Once again I felt like an outsider. I sighed, trying to release whatever frustration was left before I started screaming again.
 “So there aren’t any other stops, we’re just heading straight to Enzo?” I asked. I didn’t move from where I stood. No invitation was given, and nothing made me feel welcome enough to cross into the room. I should apologize to Wolfe for my behavior, but the best I could do was wait for him to give me permission to enter his office. I didn’t feel I deserved to go in there on my own anymore.
Wolfe paced again as he explained. “Yes, until we find out exactly where that city is on the map, it’s useless. I’m going to work on translating the other notations. Maybe they will give us a few clues. Until then, we’ll work on the plan to infiltrate Enzo.” 
“We just waltz in there?” I asked. I crossed my arms and leaned my hip against the doorjamb. It was hard to believe there still wasn’t a solid plan. We only had a week or so to figure everything out.
“Whatever you think will work, I can promise you it will not be enough,” Celeste said. 
She was always so helpful.
I couldn’t tell what Wolfe was thinking, but suddenly he looked at me and my armor fractured just the tiniest bit.
“Kat,” Wolfe said. “What are you doing? Sit down.”
Wolfe expected me to make myself comfortable in his office. It was like it was a whole new day and he didn’t remember anything. Only hours ago I insulted him to his face. I remembered it with a clarity that laid heavily on me. 
Then he held out his hand to lead me across the room like I was scared. I could see it in the way his hand waited for me, that he remembered everything I’d said to him, and he didn’t care.
I pretended not to see the offer of help, and walked across the room to sit cross-legged on the chair facing the desk. Wolfe’s face showed nothing. I saw no disappointment or traces of hurt from the rejection. This little dance made me tense, and put me on edge. I was acutely aware of everything he’d told me and everything I’d said, in addition to everything left unsaid. 
He continued talking like I hadn’t just ignored him. “I still know a few protocol codes and some people that might help us get in, but we would have to act as military Federation personnel to get as deep as we may need to go.” Wolfe slumped into the chair behind his desk, and we all watched him. He rubbed his hand over his face as he thought, obviously stressed.
Again, I wondered why he was doing all this for me. There had to be something he expected from me, and I didn’t want to believe it was just because he cared. 
Wolfe got up and went to the cupboard behind his desk. He opened a drawer, and pulled out a uniform. “I still have this, and a spare that will need to be altered.”
“I’ll be the one to go in with you,” Ricky offered.
“I do not think the two of you should go in alone. It is not safe,” Celeste protested.
Wolfe shook his head. “No, the fewer of us, the better. It will draw less attention. Besides, I need you and Ricky here to get us out as fast as possible if anything goes wrong.”
Everyone looked confused. 
“You are taking the human?” Celeste practically screeched, like I wasn’t sitting right there.
Wolfe turned to me, his face blank. “I know you’re still training, but you’re the one that needs to be on that base. No one else knows what, or who to look for. If someone is there waiting for you, I’m sure they will be watching out for you and not one of us.”
My stomach clenched again, protesting against all the undertones in the room, all of the attention, and the hot and cold that Wolfe was throwing at me. Not that I really cared how he felt about me.
I tried to convince myself I really didn’t care what he thought, but it wasn’t working like I thought it would. “I agree,” I said. “I’ll be ready.”
Our Captain nodded. “Good, take this uniform, Ricky. Tailor it to fit her. We will reconvene in an hour to formulate a plan.”
I took the uniform out of his outstretched hand. “Thank you.”
I got up quickly and left for my quarters. The shaking was back. Because when I’d thanked him, I’d meant it down to the very bottom of my soul. I would owe Wolfe a non-repayable debt for giving me the chance to find the one person I lived for. 
In the split second before I turned away, I knew he saw it in my eyes, and the look of hope in his crushed me. What he was hoping for was unclear, and I was too much of a coward to ever ask.
I was gone and in my room before anyone could talk to me. Ricky would be there soon to tailor the uniform, but I had to pull myself together before then. There was too much going on and it was so utterly overwhelming. I was lost and didn’t know what I should do. How would Wolfe and I ever get back to some kind of normalcy?
I took a slow, steady breath. Just like everything else, I would figure this out. All these stupid emotions; they were only temporary. I would figure out how to keep them at bay, and be that sarcastic, nonchalant person again. It would melt away their concerns, and I could get my job done.
A few minutes later, Ricky knocked on my door. I opened it for him, and his eyes followed me as he breezed by me. It was unsettling. I knew he could hear everything I thought, but he still chose to stay silent. 
I decided to be a little more gracious and went into the bathroom to change into the uniform. When I glanced in the mirror, the person staring back at me was someone I didn’t recognize.
What was happening to me? Were my cheekbones higher, or was I imagining it? It was odd that no one mentioned the change in my appearance. The bruising was almost completely gone. Wolfe would’ve been the only one to say something, but our exchange must’ve made him uncomfortable.
I tossed the shirt and pants in a pile on the floor, and I slipped the military uniform on. My fingers automatically buttoned up the shirt, and I left it un-tucked so Ricky could see the lines better. It hung from my shoulders and the sleeves came past my fingertips. The pants were no better. The waistband barely hung onto my hips, and the legs covered my bare feet. There would be a lot of altering to do. 
When I stepped out, Ricky smiled at me, amused. He motioned for me to stand on the chair, and then circled around to get a better look. There were pins in his mouth and he started folding and tucking where he thought the pants should fall. 
I waited, wondering if he’d say something.
Ricky took the pins out of his mouth once he finished getting the hem right, and then started marking where he would take in the extra fabric.
“Do you want to talk about it?” he finally asked.
I was almost relieved. The awkward silence was getting to me. “There really isn’t anything to tell that you don’t already know.”
Ricky shrugged and moved to my other side to mark that pant leg. “Sometimes talking through things is helpful.”
If I could choose, I wouldn’t talk about it. The whole mess was still in the forefront of my mind, regardless of how much I tried to keep it back. My emotions were still raw. Scientifically though, the best way to heal an infection was to milk the poison. I had to do that if I wanted to heal.
“I’m sure you’ve caught on to what I found out about the map,” I began, not really sure where to start.
Ricky nodded and began altering on the shirt. “That was some great work by the way.”
It was my turn to shrug. “I read a lot.” Figuring out what the symbol meant wasn’t that difficult. Ricky could’ve just as easily figured it out.
“I don’t know why selling that necklace upset me so much,” I confessed. I felt pretty stupid about it, but the idea of finding the necklace, and then selling it to the highest bidder really bothered me.
Ricky pinned one more piece of fabric and then took a step back to get a better look. “I understand exactly why it upsets you,” he told me. His voice was soft, and reserved. Once again he was letting his real personality show through, rather than the act he put on. “I feel the same way.”
I was quiet as the sudden realization that, maybe I wasn’t so crazy after all, sunk in. “Can I ask you something?” There were a few things I didn’t understand about Wolfe, and maybe if I knew why, I’d find him less aggravating.
Ricky crossed his arms. He looked unsure. Maybe now was one of those times he wasn’t able to read me. “Go ahead.”
I started unbuttoning the shirt so he could make the alterations, and asked, “Why did Wolfe own a Honda Civic?”
Ricky smiled, his face clearing when he realized I wasn’t going to ask him to spill some crazy secret. “He likes that model. He thinks because it’s smaller it can go faster. The lightweight car allows him to add more modifications without slowing it down as much. It was a coincidence the two of you had the same taste in cars.”
I chewed on my lip. Coincidence was rarely that, but I took his word for it. I slipped my shirt back on and handed over the military one to Ricky. He pulled out his sewing kit and started making the adjustments. 
“Why wouldn’t he stop beating on that guy at the bar? He had to know what would happen. He’s familiar with the rules on Speed. I don’t understand why he lost it so completely.”
Ricky frowned as he threaded a needle. I carefully removed the pants, trying not to get poked in the legs with the pins. 
“Wolfe…” Ricky paused as he started sewing. It was weird to watch an alien adjust a hem for me. “He has anger issues. If someone threatens the people he cares about most, he protects them. Occasionally he loses control, and he...neutralizes the threat. It’s what he was trained to do.”
I slipped on some sweat pants and placed the uniform pants next to Ricky. His long, nimble fingers flew as he sewed by hand the neatest line I’d ever seen. At the speed he was going, the alterations would be done before the hour was up.
I thought on his words. Wolfe was trained to neutralize threats; he protected the people he cared about; he made mistakes, and he had flaws just like the rest of us. I lay on my stomach across the bed so I could watch Ricky as he worked. 
Still, there seemed to be more there than Wolfe simply acting on muscle memory. He’d looked furious. I’d never seen his face contort in quite that way before. It frightened me. 
“Are Celeste and Wolfe an item?” I asked. Maybe that was why he’d been so angry. Men tend to lose it over things like that.
A smile tugged at Ricky’s lips, but he didn’t look up. He started on the sides of the shirt so it would fit me perfectly. “No, they’re not.”
That didn’t explain why both of them acted so weird. Celeste was always attacking me, and my ‘intentions.’ It was exactly what any jealous girlfriend, or ex-girlfriend would do. Crystal came to mind.
Ricky took a moment to look up at me. “You know your hair will need to be braided into a bun, right?”
Annoyed, I blew out some air and grabbed the brush from my nightstand. This was going to take a while. My hair was so knotted I wasn’t even sure I could brush it. I started with a small piece and asked, “Were they a couple at one point?”
Ricky knotted the thread and cut it. He folded the shirt and placed it on the bed next to me. His eyes watched my face closely. “Yes, about a year ago they decided it was no longer conducive to their work relationship, so they separated romantically, as they would say. They were together for four years.” He picked up the pants and went to work on those. “Celeste is still pretty bitter about it.”
I snorted. “I can tell.” 
Knowing her and Wolfe’s history explained a lot. I mean, I’d assumed something had happened, but I wasn’t sure. The weird thing was, Wolfe seemed totally over it, and it wasn’t exactly a short relationship.
The way men were viewed in her culture, and her opinion on humans in general made the whole situation even more confusing. Why would she do that? I could clearly see why she’d be so angry and bitter. She took a chance on a guy, and it didn’t work out. Her culture’s ideologies were proven in a single relationship, or so it would seem to her.
How the hell did they work together now? I always wondered about that when celebrities broke up, or got divorced, and they still had to work together. Wouldn’t that be awkward?
Their fights made a lot more sense. I grabbed another chunk of my hair and worked through it with the brush. I didn’t really expect an answer when I whispered, “What is Wolfe thinking?” The man clearly had a weakness for trouble, or women who could kill him.
Or both.
Ricky smiled and handed me the finished pants. He grabbed the brush from me and started on my hair, doing a much better job than I was. 
“That is a question you’d have to ask him, but I can tell you this: that man has an even harder time understanding you, and why you do things, than you do with him.” Ricky had my hair brushed out in a few minutes. 
“How’d you do that?” I asked, impressed. I sat up and braided my hair. 
Ricky handed me a pair of his combat boots. “Now try the uniform on.”
I tied the braid off, and tucked it into a neat bun. I doubted that Wolfe was confused by me. I thought I was pretty obvious how I felt about things. I quickly slipped the pants on, and then the shirt. I buttoned it all the way to the top and tucked it in. I put on Ricky’s combat boots and tied them tight. Surprisingly, they fit perfectly.
Ricky shrugged. “I assumed since you were only a few inches taller than me, and I’m male, the size would even out.” He handed me the belt and the necktie. 
I put those on and checked my reflection in the mirror. The mirror showed me someone I never thought I’d see. The lines on the fabric were sharp and crisp. My hands smoothed and straightened the material. If I joined the Air Force like I originally planned, this is who I would’ve been. 
Some dreams turned to ash, and sometimes they never rose; they never came back to life. I had no more dreams, and the realization hit me like a punch to the gut. Finding my brother wasn’t a dream, it was a necessity. 
Maybe I could change my dreams.
Ricky came up behind me and leaned against the wall, his eyes catching mine in the mirror. “It’s all we can do sometimes. Just keep going until we find another dream.”
“Is that what you’re doing on this ship?” I asked, turning to face him. “Looking for a new dream?”
Ricky looked away from me; the first time he’d ever broken eye contact first. For a minute I wasn’t sure he’d answer. “I’m not sure what I’m doing here, Katerina.” 
We stood at my door, both wondering what we’d learn about ourselves while onboard this ship. “Maybe fate led you here so you could help me.” I tried to smile, but I didn’t really believe in that kind of thing. I was just trying to cheer him up.
“You know I can read your mind,” Ricky said. There was a wry smile on his lips.
“Most of the time,” I joked.
Ricky pushed me out of the room. “Let’s go get the captain’s approval, you aggravating comic.”
I grinned as we walked down the hall together, feeling much better.




 
I had Kris’s note tucked into my pocket. I patted it nervously, not sure how this was going to go down. The clothes were comfortable, but they had a lot of memories tied to them for me, and for Wolfe.
When we got to the common room, Ricky went to sit at the table with Wolfe and Celeste. The two of them studied their tablets. Food was spread across the table, and it looked delicious. I stood there, awkward and uncomfortable as I watched them.
“Will this do?” I asked in general.
It got their attention, and when they saw me they both got a weird expression on their faces, like they couldn’t decide how they felt about me in a uniform.
Wolfe cleared his throat. “You look like a regular marauder; you even got the necktie right.”
I shrugged. “Ricky helped.” Before I sat down I took out the note and placed it on the table. Then I sat next to Ricky, and across from Celeste.
“I went over this note again. There’s nothing else on here, nothing specific,” I said. “Just the base and the planet are written on it.”
“Let me see it.” Wolfe took the slip of paper from my hand.
I don’t know why he thought this time would be different. He wasn’t going to unlock some invisible ink, or something else equally ridiculous.
My gaze fell on Celeste as I waited for Wolfe to satisfy his insistent curiosity. I couldn’t deny she was gorgeous. That was probably why I hated her more than necessary. It’s definitely a girl thing. How could someone so insanely beautiful act like such a horrible person? Aside from that, I had no idea what Wolfe saw in her.
Ricky handed me his tablet. The blueprints of the base were displayed in 3D. I looked at them closely as he pointed to the main gates. “Here is where you have to enter through the checkpoint,” he said. “The soldiers will go through your baggage, and then check your ident and genetic prints. Once the both of you are in, the rest is a piece of cake. They have no reason to question you after that point. That gives you, Katerina, the freedom to find your contact while Wolfe monitors the area. Quarters are here.” His finger slid across to the east side of the compound. “The west side is the bar and recreation. The whole north building is used for training purposes.” 
Ricky took both hands and slid them away, zooming in. “Each checkpoint further into that building requires a different level of clearance.”
Wolfe nodded, his face scrunched as he leaned forward to get a closer look. I had an odd urge to touch his face and smooth out the lines. I blinked and shifted further away from him. 
“Celeste, I want you to create and forge documents for the two of us: a marauder squad captain and his lieutenant,” Wolfe ordered. “Ricky you get into the system and see if you can upload our genetic prints and pictures to correspond with the fake ident chips.”
How did they just know how to illegally create what they needed? They were all so nonchalant about it. No one looked worried that the plan might not work. It was as if infiltrating a top secret, special clearance, military base where soldiers were experimented on was no big deal.
Wolfe looked up and met my eyes across the table. The creases in his brow were deeper. He looked worried. I swallowed nervously as I waited for him to say something. 
“This is going to be a dangerous mission,” he told me. “I want you to know exactly what you’re getting into. When I left the service, there were a few burned bridges. If those people were to see me again, I’m not sure how they’d react.”
The tension in my muscles released when I realized he wasn’t going to mention our fight. Old enemies would definitely complicate things. I sat back as I took in what he said. “What are the chances someone will recognize you?” I asked.
He winced, and I instantly knew I wouldn’t like what I was about to hear.
“It’s been about five years. There are only three people who might still be on that base who’d recognize me, and their rank would be very high by this point in their career.”
I slowly let out a breath. Three people out of thousands, that was pretty good odds right? “Thank you for warning me, Wolfe. I’ll keep that in mind, but it’s not going to stop me from going through with the plan,” I said.
Wolfe leaned forward, his face serious. “I really need you to understand that this might not go smoothly. You need to be prepared for that. I’ll do whatever I can to help you, but I can’t guarantee we’ll find what you’re looking for.”
The room was silent as they all waited for me to say something. Celeste watched me like a hawk. I looked around the table. They didn’t have to do this for me at all; they owed me nothing, and yet they were doing it anyway.
Wolfe wasn’t angry with me, or holding a grudge. He let what happened between us, and the nasty things I’d said wash over him like they were nothing. He was still helping me, even when I’d questioned him.
Tears pricked at my eyes. When was the last time I had anyone who would do that for me, even back in 2016? I don’t even know that Trent, Victoria, or Kevin would if I acted as crazy as I had been now. I cleared my throat and tried to pull myself back together. “I’m still going,” I said. Nothing was going to keep me from doing this.
We all had skeletons in our closets.
Wolfe almost smiled. “I assumed, although I had to inform you.”
I would do this. Even if all I had to go on were hints from strangers. My brother was only a whisper on someone’s lips. When would he be real, and no longer a ghost?
My eyes were glued to the floor as I slowly breathed, keeping my tears in check, and pushing back the panic – panic that I might fail, and never see Kris again.
Wolfe’s voice sounded distant, but I latched onto it, using it as a lifeline to pull myself out of my thoughts. “Also, your combat training needs to continue until we get to Enzo. We’re supposed to be the roughest people on that base.” Wolfe glanced uncomfortably at Celeste. “I know you’re training session with Celeste had a few hitches.”
“Yes, she is slow,” Celeste commented.
Wolfe glared at her. “And because you couldn’t hold back long enough for her to learn, she is now injured, as well as still healing from her previous wounds.”
Celeste didn’t even look remotely chastised.
Wolfe ran his hand through his hair. “It’s going to be even harder for her to stay alive,” he snapped. Her attitude was really getting to him, and he was losing his temper.
Watching the two of them interact, I could see the signs. Celeste felt close enough to Wolfe to question his authority. She also probably thought she was the more experienced one, and he should take her advice. Now that they weren’t together, that wasn’t something Wolfe appreciated. He seemed to still value her abilities and intelligence, but there were no clear lines for them anymore.
I looked over at Ricky. He didn’t seem to like Wolfe’s plan to get me back into training with her. Oddly, I wasn’t as angry about it as I was the first time it was suggested. I was only nervous that I would never be as fast as I needed to be. 
Ricky’s fists clenched as he listened, and I understood exactly how he felt.
“Ricky,” I said softly. “I know you wanted to go to Enzo for me, but you can’t. It just won’t work, but I appreciate your intentions,” My hand brushed his, trying to calm him. Too much contact and it might upset him more. Touch seemed to amplify a person’s feelings.
The ship was full of people on the verge of losing their patience. The air was sharp as a knife’s edge. Everyone had something that made them crazy, made them angry; and it seemed like it was all happening at once. 
I took another breath to try and relax, and not soak up too much of the tension. My own emotions were bad enough.
Wolfe cleared his throat. “In spite of all this, you still have to train,” he told me. “You can train with Celeste, or you can train with me; whichever you prefer.” Wolfe waited for me to decide.
My throat felt tight as I looked at him. He was giving me a choice; something he hadn’t done last time. I didn’t think the choice was all that much better though. After his words left heavy questions in their wake, I wasn’t interested in spending more one-on-one time with Wolfe than necessary.
There was no way I was going to choose him and he knew it. He was giving me the option so he could torture himself…and to show me I did have a choice with him. There was an ache in my chest as I stared into his eyes.
I didn’t want to hurt him, but it was too soon. There was a chance I would lose it on him again, and he didn’t deserve that. Not after everything he was doing for me. Wolfe was risking his own life to help me find Kris.
I couldn’t look at him when I said it. I turned away and let my gaze fall on literally anything else. “I’ll work with Celeste. If you feel there is something I need to know military-wise in my fighting style you can come and work with us,” I said.
Celeste looked like she might fall out of her chair with shock. I think me choosing her over the Captain was the last thing she’d ever expect.
Ricky stood up in anger, knocking his chair over. “Excuse me?” he yelled.
I’d never seen Ricky look at me like that before. He shook with fury, and all I could see were his teeth as he bared them in his frustration. My hands trembled despite myself.
Wolfe and Celeste stared at Ricky in horror. His mask slipped for just a second, and they were stunned.
“You didn’t know she’d say that?” Wolfe asked quietly.
“No! I didn’t know,” Ricky yelled. His hands clenched and unclenched as he tried to calm himself. “Does that make you happy that I don’t know everything? Or does it worry you she is the only one I can’t seem to hear?”
Wolfe stared at me, his mouth slightly open in shock. His skin had lost color, and he was an odd, ashen grey. His normally warm, mocha skin drained of all color. “How is it possible he can’t hear your thoughts?” Wolfe asked. His voice was so quiet.
My breathing accelerated as I began to freak out. Even in my messed up imagination, I hadn’t thought Wolfe would react this way…scared. He was afraid of me.
Ricky waved his hand impatiently. His nails looked longer and sharper than I remembered. “She is not the first, Wolfe. It is just very rare.”
I didn’t know what to do, but Ricky being angry seemed dangerous for all of us.
He spoke before I could do anything. “Chase.” Hearing the captain’s first name on his lips was chilling. “I didn’t know what she would say, but your undying faith that I know everything, and will tell you, is getting tiresome. I can’t keep your secrets, and then turn around and tell you Katerina’s.”
Ricky sounded like he was in more control of himself, but that flash of rage was still waiting in the corners. I could feel it. My hands gripped the table, my knuckles turned white as I braced against the storm.
He actually listened to me. Ricky was starting to see the hypocrisy of it all. I was thankful, but really didn’t expect it to manifest like this.
Wolfe’s expression went blank. He knew more about Ricky than he let on to Celeste. She still sat there with her mouth open, her eyes flickering from person to person as they spoke.
“Ricky, if this was something that bothered you, why didn’t you ever mention it?” Wolfe asked. His body language shifted. His arms crossed, and he was sitting up as straight as possible; he was defensive.
Ricky said nothing. Tension cracked like lightening through the room.
Wolfe cleared his throat. Clearly, he realized Ricky didn’t plan on answering. “Then at least tell me why you can’t hear Kat. What if she needed us and you weren’t able to hear her calling for help?”
Ricky scoffed. “She can contact me if she wishes.”
We were starting to hit dangerous territory. This would only lead to more questions. I stood up and grabbed Ricky’s hand, mindful of the sharp nails. “Wolfe, I didn’t even know I could reach out to him, even if he couldn’t hear me.”
Ricky’s hand squeezed mine, and his shaking started to cease. He sighed. “I don’t know why, Chase. Something about brain wavelength patterns,” Ricky tried to explain. “It’s not common, but sometimes when the pattern shifts, all I get is white noise from that person. Higher brain activity tends to be the common denominator.”
I wanted to stick my tongue out at Celeste. So there! I was smart after all. Instead, I shifted a little closer to Ricky. My proximity appeared to calm him down. 
Suddenly Ricky’s body tensed and his long fingers wrapped around my hand completely, and tightened. His nails pricked my skin and I winced. “I do not want her training at all. Weeks, and then she can train. You are trying to kill her,” he spat at Wolfe.
Wolfe stood up from his chair and leaned forward on the table. “You really think I would put her in that kind of danger?” he hissed. 
Whoa, things were escalating quickly. I wasn’t sure what to do. I stepped in front of Ricky, tall enough to break their eye contact. “Look,” I said. “This is my choice. I want to do this mission right. If there’s something I need to learn to do it, I will.” I had everyone’s attention then. They all watched me with intensity; I could feel it prickling on my skin.
 “Celeste is rough, and hard on me,” I continued. “But if what I need is a crash course, I think this is the best choice.”
Ricky turned on Celeste so fast I was nearly yanked around by his hand, his nails digging deeper. “If you so much as bruise her…”
I yanked back on my hand, ignoring the sharp pain of his nails. He was so much stronger than me, but I had surprise on my side. He whipped back to face me. Not knowing what else to do, I hugged him, letting the contact help him connect with my thoughts. I made sure they were relaxed, and not worried, that I was looking forward to the mission. Not afraid. “Ricky,” I whispered. “You need to find your mask. Put it back on, you’re scaring them.”
His voice echoed in my mind. There are too many thoughts that carry overwhelmingly strong emotions. I can’t keep control of myself, when I can’t remember who I am.
I thought about the last time we had tea together. It was pleasant, and fun to spend time with him. Tell them you need to finish the work for the mission. You need to start uploading the genetics and pictures.
Slowly I let go and stood back. Ricky took a deep breath, still holding onto my hand and said, “Sir, I apologize for my behavior, permission to be dismissed?”
Wolfe stood up straight and really looked at Ricky. I hoped the Captain would just let it go. Let him leave and gather himself back together.
“Of course, Ricky. Please let me know as soon as you’re ready to integrate the fake documents with the prints.”
“Sir.” Ricky threw me a grateful look, and he was gone before Wolfe or Celeste had time to turn.
I glanced at my hand. It still trembled, and it was covered in blood. I hid my hand behind my back and waited for the Captain to speak.
The room was silent and no one seemed to have anything to add. I decided to speak first. “Celeste, is my decision alright with you?”
She gave me a sharp, appraising look. I could practically see the wheels turning in her head. “That is fine with me, earthling.”
I gave Celeste a nod. “When shall we begin, Weapons Master?”
“Whenever. I have the time today if you so desire.”
I wanted to be anywhere else than in that room with Wolfe and his questioning gaze. “Would now be good?”
“Of course.” She waved her hand at me dismissively, and I took that as my cue. 
Nodding to the captain, I bolted out of there.




 
I went straight to my quarters and changed. I folded the uniform and carefully placed it on top of my trunk with Ricky’s combat boots. Idly, I wondered where he’d gone.
I made my way to the bathroom and decided to assess the damage to my hand. Ricky had done a number on it. There were five punctures and they looked deep. The water ran over my skin, cooling the pain and washing away the blood. I don’t think anyone saw the damage that was done, which was a small relief. I wouldn’t have to pretend the marks weren’t healing faster than normal.
Ricky had left some of his healing salve in my quarters. It took away the rest of the pain as I slathered it on my palm. The bandages covered the marks completely. I covered my other hand with bandages as well. It would look like I was preparing for a sparring match – nothing more.
I changed out of the uniform. My sweats were comfortable and roomy enough for training, and I slipped on my normal boots. I had to get used to fighting in them. Satisfied that I was prepared, I headed to Tier Three.
When I got to the observation deck, it was empty. I was alone in the training room while I waited for Celeste. My muscles were tight from the stress and tension from Ricky’s unexpected anger. I stretched out; it would help prevent any more injuries and loosen me up.
When Celeste finally arrived I was warmed up and ready to go. She didn’t look like she was interested in sparring yet. She was giving me a strange look, and for once it wasn’t disdain.
“What is it?” I asked.
Celeste walked up to me slowly. She stopped only a few inches away, and searched my face for something. “Please explain something to me. I need to understand.”
“I can’t explain until I know what it is.” Weirdly, I was less afraid of her than the last time we were on that tier alone. She just wasn’t at the top of my list of problems anymore.
When I looked up at her, I was reminded exactly how tall she was. 
“You know as well as I that you can easily make it through this mission without more training,” she said. “Why submit yourself to me so soon after your injury?”
I slipped my hands into my pockets and shrugged. I had no reason not to tell her. “I may be adequate, but I have nowhere near the skill I need. I’m not as fast as I could be, and I don’t have enough variety. I’d be too predictable; easy prey.” I also needed to learn my limits; how far I could push myself, and for how long.
“Why choose me over the Captain?” 
This question was harder to answer. I looked away from her questioning gaze. It was personal, and I was sure she suspected something happened between the two of us. I paused for a second to see what I could come up with. “I can train with him later,” I began. “But I might have a better chance if I stick with the same person I started training with under this particular circumstance.”
The look on her face told me she wasn’t completely convinced. My moment of pause gave her too much room for speculation. She didn’t push or prod the sore spot, she just nodded.
“All right then. Let’s get started.”
A few hours later I limped down the stairs to my room and flopped on the bed. I was incredibly sore. That training session with Celeste was rough, but I felt better about my control, and I was more comfortable with the motions. Although I knew a real fight would be completely different than a controlled environment. I was a little quicker than before, a little more precise, and to top it all off, there was no incident of Celeste breaking any more bones, or spilling my blood all over the sparring mats.
Wolfe’s voice crackled over the intercom. “Kat, are you in your room?”
I sighed. He must’ve been watching to know exactly when I finished with my sparring. “Yes, sir?”
“We’ll be reaching Enzo in two days, please be ready. Ricky will give you a list of what you need to bring.”
I hadn’t seen Ricky since the incident in the common room. He could be anywhere on the ship, and I really didn’t feel like looking for him at the moment. 
I only had two days to figure everything out.
It’d be easier to just agree with Wolfe. “Yes, sir,” I said. “I’ll get on that.” Later, I thought, clicking off my side of the intercom.
I got up slowly and my muscles screamed at me. I carefully took the bandages off my injured hand. The fighting made the wounds open and bleed again. Wincing as the bandage pulled at my skin, I tossed the soiled cloth in the trash. What I really needed now was a shower. I stripped off the nasty, sweaty clothes and turned on the water.
When the bathroom was steamy I stepped in and let the strong, hot spray ease the soreness in my muscles. My head rested against the wall, and my wet hair covered my face. Things onboard the ship were messy, and complicated. It was the last thing I needed at the moment. Ricky had lost his iron-like control over something that seemed so trivial to me. It could be that he had a hard time with things when he couldn’t hear my thoughts. Telepathy was something he’s had his whole life. A moment of silence from someone could feel devastating when he normally knew exactly what was going on. 
That wasn’t even the beginning of my problems. Wolfe now knew Ricky couldn’t always hear me. What did that make him think? Why was it so terrible? Ricky himself said I wasn’t the first. 
I turned and leaned against the wall, sliding down until I was sitting on the tile, the hot water beating down on me. My head rested on my knees and I breathed in the soothing steam. 
Everything was so completely out of control. I still had no idea how I was going to go on an undercover spy mission alone with Wolfe. After everything that happened between us, I didn’t feel ready. I couldn’t just ignore him the whole time. The success of the mission depended on us working together. 
Blood swirled down the drain as I put my hand in the spray. It stung like a thousand bees, but I knew it’d be temporary. I wasn’t sure, but I thought my healing was accelerating. Each time I got hurt, I healed faster. What did that mean exactly?
The water turned off automatically; my programmed shower over. I didn’t move from where I sat. I didn’t feel like I had the strength to get up. 
That stupid piece of paper Kris left me was so inadequate. I wished it had more information than there was. What was Kris hiding from? Did he think he could get me or himself in trouble if someone else found it? I didn’t know how or why he’d be in that sort of situation, and I wasn’t so sure I wanted to know.
How would Kris find me this time? Would he be there himself, or would he send another lackey? I didn’t think my brother would send a psycho to help lead me to him. I remembered Imre. Kris might, if he had connections to the Family. Who’s to say he didn’t have some other weird, underground connection? When I found him, I’d finally find out why he played those games with me. That kind of information could change everything. 
Again.
Was I ready to know what he hid from? Did Wolfe know? Wolfe might have a guess, but I stopped him when he’d tried to tell me. 
Whatever was going on, I had to get over my fear and apprehension. Somehow it was all connected, but I wasn’t sure if it would all add up. Everything kept leading back to experimentation, and the answers to that would be hard, but necessary. Kris wouldn’t go to a base that held genetic experimentation unless it was important to him.
Aching and starting to get cold, I stood up and grabbed a towel. I should find Ricky and talk to him. He needed someone right now, and the only person who wouldn’t upset him was me.
I still couldn’t get that image out of my head, the way he’d bared his teeth, and how frightening he looked. Drying off with the towel, I shuddered. He was dangerous, and I didn’t think anyone knew exactly how much until that moment. Oh, I had an idea, after everything he’d shown me in his memories, but seeing it firsthand was something else entirely.
I dressed quickly and slipped on some boots. Where would Ricky go for some peace and quiet? Where would I go? I left my quarters and slowly walked down the hall. I stopped at the top of the stairs that led down to the cargo bay. The engine room was perfect. The thumping noise of the machines would drown out almost anything, maybe even thoughts.
I made my way down the stairs. The ship was silent. Everyone was off doing their own thing, relaxing before we arrived at Enzo.
We only had two more days, and that idea made me nervous. I stood outside the door to the crystal room, and took a deep breath; preparing myself for whatever state Ricky might be in. I knew he’d never hurt me on purpose, but people were unpredictable when they were upset. Ricky didn’t just carry his own anger, but everyone else’s as well.
Slowly I opened the door and saw Ricky standing next to the worktable; listening to the record player and watching it spin. He was motionless as he watched the needle on the record. 
“What are you doing here?” he asked with his back to me. 
I closed the door behind me, but didn’t approach him. “I’m checking on you.”
“How’s your hand?” he asked. His was voice full of regret.
I walked over to him, close, but not crowding. Cautious of his mood, I answered quietly. “Healing, don’t worry about that. I came to make sure you’re okay.”
He turned to me then, and his eyes were puffy like he’d been crying. What color would his tears be? I knew almost nothing about his physiology, or his background. None of us did. He held it close like it was a shameful secret. 
“I didn’t mean to lose it,” he said. “Chase and Celeste have never seen me like that, not in the three years I’ve been aboard this ship.”
I lifted the needle from the record and the silence settled over the room like a blanket. Carefully I placed my hand over his. “Why now?” I asked.
He shrugged. “Not being able to hear someone is like being blind. It’s so rare that it’s like a sinking pit, and I lose myself.”
Removing my hand from his, I crossed my arms in contemplation. “How do you control something like that?”
His long finger stretched and stroked the crystal tools, as he watched them glint in the soft light. “I’m hundreds of years old. You kind of figure it out. It’s as simple as tuning out the noise and finding the one voice you’re looking for. When you can’t find that voice, the metaphorical rope you’ve been reaching for isn’t there and you fall…drowning in the noise.”
It sounded terrible. I leaned against the worktable and searched his face. “Ricky, why are you here?”
His honey-brown eyes met mine, and my breath caught at the pain I saw there. Ricky placed his hands on my shoulders and smiled sadly. “I don’t think that’s something you really want to know.”
Acutely aware of how stupid I was being, I grabbed his wrists and squeezed. He was infinitely stronger than me, and not fully in control of himself. “Tell me, Ricky. Whatever you say isn’t going to change our friendship.”
His eyes watered as he held my gaze. “You consider me a friend now?”
“Of course, you stupid mind reader, you should know that already,” I smiled at him.
“It’s nice to hear it,” he said. His hands dropped from my shoulders and he sat on the floor, his back against the wall of crystal drawers. 
I sat next to him, and waited for him to speak.
“My planet is very far away,” he began. “About six million light-years from where we are now.”
My mouth dropped open in shock. “That would mean…even with hyperspace,” I said. “How?”
He just gave me a look. “That’s something only my people know, and even then only a few of us. I named my brother temporary king after my wife was killed, and then came out here to see what I could learn.”
My mind reeled. “So, technically you’re still the ruler of the Olkchen people?” I asked.
He nodded.
“How many subjects exactly?” 
“Roughly thirty-six billion the last time I checked.”
I ran my fingers through my hair and took a deep breath. Well, shit. “Your majesty,” I muttered. Looking at Ricky, thinking of how many people he ruled over, I wanted to laugh at how ridiculous it all seemed. “So you came out to learn? I don’t understand. Why would they just let you leave?”
His toothy grin wasn’t pleasant. “Because I am King, and I know what is best for my people. The civil wars must stop. So I came out here looking for a solution before the Olkchen kill each other to extinction.”
My hand covered my mouth, as I contemplated exactly what he was saying. There was a whole other world he was part of, and a whole new part of him that didn’t mesh with the man I knew on the Wolfegang. It didn’t make any sense to me at all.
“It doesn’t have to make sense to you,” he said. He leaned his head back against the drawers and I watched his face closely.
“Yes, but why Wolfe?”
One of Ricky’s eyes opened to just a slit so he could look at me. “Having a man like that on your side is more valuable than I think you realize. Have you really not seen it yet?” 
Annoyed, I looked at the floor. “He is just a man, a human. How could he possibly be valuable to you?”
Ricky stood up and offered me his hand. “You will see it one day.”
I took his hand and he pulled me to my feet. “Maybe,” I said. “But he’s just an ex-military treasure hunter. He smuggles illegal cargo. He commands no men, only us.”
Ricky patted my face gently; it was almost paternal and I wanted to slap it away, but resisted. “You will see,” was all he said.
I followed him out of the crystal room, more confused than ever.
Ricky handed me a piece of recycled paper. “Here is your list. Now go relax.”
As I watched Ricky wander through the corridors I wished that I could read his mind, and see what he saw. Everything would make so much more sense if I could do what he could.
There were only two more days left before we reached Enzo. How could I possibly fill that time? I glanced down at the list and decided to spend the rest of the day packing.
When I reached my quarters, there was a certain silence throughout the ship. Everyone was keeping to themselves, and the lack of noise unsettled me. It was thick and cloying while we all waited to arrive at our destination. Each crewmember was nervous about the mission for a different reason. For me, I was afraid that it was all for nothing.
I was beginning to think I’d never find Kris.
The clothes I needed were thrown into a bag, along with all the weapons I had stored in my room. There were more in the weapons room I thought about grabbing. My eye caught on my tablet. There was a newsletter in Japanese.
Why Japanese? 
I sat on the edge of my bed and pulled the tablet towards me. It sat on my lap, waiting for me to search for more answers.
I typed ‘when did Japanese become Earth’s official language’ and had it search. It was something that bugged me since I woke up and saw street signs in Japanese.
The first article looked promising. Clicking on it, I waited, wondering what I would find.
‘In 2053 the first Galactic Federation President Adam Ito sold hundreds of companies to the Japanese Vice President, eradicating most of the Federations debt, and creating hundreds of thousands of jobs,’ the article stated.
Okay, so the president had a Japanese surname, and somehow managed to eradicate the world’s debt. Japan was huge in my day. Most companies had experts on the language and culture even then. It’d make sense that it would only progress from there.
As I read, I let the words sink in. ‘The Japanese language spread like wildfire as citizens vied for the newly created jobs. By 2065 more than 80% of the Federation’s population spoke Japanese.’ Japan was strongly rooted in its culture. If Japan owned most of the world’s companies, it made sense that their culture would soon follow.
I shrugged mentally. Not as interesting as I’d thought, but still informative. It was a logical progression in my own mind. Humans adapted quite well; probably the only reason we were still in existence. 
I fell asleep reading about the new scientific discoveries the Japanese helped make possible with their money and influence. I dreamt of geishas experimenting with genetic code in dark rooms full of silk.




 
The next two days passed by quicker than I wanted them to. I trained with Celeste each day, and spent the rest of the time reading. I switched between the crystal book and history. Maybe one day soon I could read something for fun. 
I almost laughed at myself; the idea was ridiculous. There was too much I had to catch up on, too much I had to learn to stay alive, and to stay out of the Federation’s clutches. I glanced out the window and I could see Enzo in the distance. It was still just a very bright planet, but we’d be hiding in the shadow of its moon in a few hours.
If the Federation was experimenting with human genetics on Enzo, I wondered if it somehow had ties to the experimentation that was done on my brother and me. It wasn’t likely to be a coincidence. The perfect human was something scientists had always looked to obtain. Something we could be that was more; that was better.
Everything I needed for the mission was packed in my military duffel bag. I put the military uniform on, and then put my hair into the requisite bun. I hefted the duffel bag over my shoulder and left my quarters, locking the door behind me.
We were meeting in the common area to go over the plan one last time and receive all the necessary paperwork. I prayed it would work, and we wouldn’t be apprehended on sight. I was sure they’d have some sort of facial recognition surveillance. Though I knew technology could also be a weakness. All someone had to do was set up a new record for a face, and you’d never know they used to be someone else. Thank god for Ricky. If it weren’t for his technical skills we wouldn’t even have a chance at pulling this off.
When I reached the common area, everyone was already there. Wolfe was dressed in a uniform similar to mine, but the insignia on his shoulders indicated a higher ranking. He looked like the perfect soldier. Me, on the other hand, it was highly debatable. They’d know right off I was an imposter.
Ricky’s voice interrupted my thoughts. “Here is your ident chip and recent mission orders. Don’t lose these. Celeste made sure they were perfect,” Ricky told Wolfe, handing over two chips.
Wolfe handed me one, and I rubbed at the surface. What was I doing? I had to be crazy to think we could succeed. “Thank you,” I said my voice quiet and shaky. That stupid rasp just wouldn’t go away, and it made my voice almost harsh.
Harsh for a harsh world.
“The transport shuttle will be ready to go in a few minutes,” Ricky informed us.
Wolfe caught my eye. I knew he could see how nervous I was. Hiding it would be difficult when we walked right up to the base pretending like we belonged.
Ricky patted the Captain’s shoulder, and left the room with his tablet. They exchanged a look, and Wolfe only nodded. I could see their silent conversation, and I wanted to know what they were talking about. Hopefully, it wasn’t something vitally important I should know, but no one thought to tell me - the newcomer.
The adrenaline began to pump through my veins. I was apprehensive, and also a little excited. There could be a small chance Kris was somewhere on that base. 
I wasn’t deluded; so much could go wrong. What if someone happened to recognize Wolfe? What would I do, how would I get out of there with the both of us intact? The thing that scared me most of all was, after all this work: what if Kris wasn’t on Enzo, and there was nothing to lead me to him?
There were too many ‘what if’s’ and I had to get it together. I couldn’t afford to think about all the possibilities if I wanted to pass as a Federation soldier among many.
I pulled at the shirt to make sure it was straight and adjusted the collar. Wolfe was going over something with Celeste that was probably important. I placed a stray hair back into my bun. My fingers trembled. I didn’t want to screw up. I didn’t want to get caught. I was terrified of failing, and letting everyone down.
“Kat, are you ready?” Wolfe asked. 
I jumped; his voice yanked me abruptly from my pessimistic thoughts. Wolfe put my hair back where it belonged after it escaped again. I ignored it. “I’m ready whenever you are,” I replied, trying to sound strong and sure.
Wolfe placed his hands on my shoulders. “You’ll do fine,” he reassured me. “Just take a deep breath and remember everything you’ve learned.”
I breathed in and let it out slowly, gaining some semblance of composure. “All right let’s go,” I said.
I adjusted the strap on my duffel bag. It was heavy, mostly with weapons, but my tablet and some clothes were in there as well. I walked out of the common room without looking back. I could feel Celeste’s sharp gaze between my shoulder blades. 
Wolfe and I walked across the hall and down the metal steps. Two flights down after passing the cargo bay, we reached the hangar. The transport was ready and waiting for us. Ricky stood next to it, his face showing concern.
“Please be careful?” he asked me.
“I’ll do my best,” I told him. “You know trouble likes to come and find me.” I tried to laugh, but it only made me sound more anxious.
“Or you go looking for it.” He grimaced.
I shrugged. “It depends on the day, and my mood.” Ricky gave me a quick hug, and then I went up the steps into the transport. I couldn’t help thinking that this must be how people felt when they walked the plank.
The transport was small, and I took another deep breath to try and keep the claustrophobia at bay. There wasn’t time for me to freak out about stupid things like that. Our lives depended on me being alert and in control. 
I heard Wolfe walk up to Ricky and start speaking with him in soft tones. I probably wasn’t meant to hear what they said. If my hearing hadn’t been enhanced I never would’ve been able to listen in on their conversation.
“So, did you find anything out about her brother?” Wolfe asked Ricky.
What? Wolfe was going behind my back to find information he knew I was desperately searching for? I leaned back against the wall next to the entrance. It kept me hidden from view, and I sat there and seethed as I listened to Wolfe. Was he really stupid enough to think I wouldn’t find out?
“No, sir. I couldn’t find anything. Facial recognition couldn’t find him either.”
There was a weighty pause as Wolfe chewed on that piece of information. “You know as well as I do, Ricky, that’s not a good sign.”
Ricky didn’t reply. We were going to have a little chat when I got back, him and me.
Wolfe’s voice dropped even lower, probably paranoid someone might hear. “How’s she doing?” 
“You got me, Captain. She’s blocking her thoughts from me.”
“She can actively do that? I was under the impression it was unpredictable.”
I could practically hear Ricky shrug. This wasn’t something he wanted to talk about. “She’s been on guard lately.”
Wolfe awkwardly cleared his throat. He knew the cause just as well as I did. I’d thrown up walls since our argument about the necklace. We were all aware of that. Nothing like a small group of people living on a ship together; it was worse than a small town or boarding school. Secrets were hard to keep.
It was good to know I could block thoughts, which could come in handy. I chewed on my lip. I’d have to figure out exactly how I was doing it though, and at the moment it was a mystery to me too.
“I’ll contact you before we land on the base,” Wolfe said, completely changing the subject. “After that we won’t make contact. You signal us only if there is an emergency.” I heard a clap, like Wolfe had placed his hand on Ricky’s shoulder. “I’ll see you when the mission is over.”
“I’ll be watching over you two,” Ricky said.
I heard Wolfe’s footsteps on the metal and they were getting closer. I moved to the console and powered up the shuttle, trying to make it look like I hadn’t been eavesdropping. The clear console lit up and the holographic programs appeared. I flicked my hand and the images hovered over the console in 3D. 
Wolfe glanced at me as he came in. “Enter these coordinates into the navigational system. It should only be a few hours before we arrive.” Wolfe rattled off numbers to me.
I typed in the coordinates with my fingers against the image, hovering above the console. The shuttle shook, and the holograms to my right showed the engines beginning to turn and their power levels increasing. Wolfe sat in the pilot’s chair next to me, and adjusted various parts of the shuttle, calibrating for a short distance.
With our modified comms, Ricky and Celeste would be close enough to contact. They’d be nearby for an extraction, if it became necessary.
Wolfe took over the controls and steered us successfully out of the hangar. When we reached open space he set navigation to autopilot.
Wolfe and I hadn’t been alone since our argument, which was intentional on my part. And now we had two hours alone together. I didn’t know how to act around him, but I tried to be normal. I wanted to move on from that moment and forget it ever happened.
I pulled up a file from the database where I last left off. I still hadn’t gotten further than the year 2100. I needed something else to focus on. If Wolfe wondered why I was looking at articles on history, I hoped he would assume it was research for his map.
“What are you reading?” Wolfe asked.
I tried not to twitch. Did he really need to make this harder than it had to be?
“Just some old articles,” I replied. 
He paused. “Okay, well, when you get a chance I need you to check the weapons system.”
I nodded. “Yes sir, I’ll do it right now.” I got up and checked the opposite console, brought up the images for each weapon, and tapped the hologram for each to power them up. The levels went from blue, to yellow, to green, and then red. The weapons were fully charged. “We’re all good, Captain.”
Wolfe watched our approach on the navigational console display. “Excellent, now don’t forget to refer to me as Michaels, not Wolfe, and you’re Natalie Johnson.”
“I won’t forget.” I went back to reading, but I couldn’t focus. Nothing made sense to me. I waved impatiently at the article display and it dissolved back into the home image. The small, sleeping quarters might be a good idea for some peace and quiet. “I’m going to take a nap, wake me if you need anything,” I said to Wolfe as I passed by him. The door slid shut behind me and I lay down on my back. 
We could do this. Everything would be fine. My fingers laced over my stomach, and my booted feet hung over the edge of the bunk. My eyes closed, and I tried to clear my mind so I could rest, even if it was only for a few moments.
It felt like seconds later when Wolfe shook me awake.
“Kat, you need to get up,” Wolfe said. 
I blinked the sleep out of my eyes and looked up. His face was in mine, shocking me with how close he was. I gasped and flew back.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you, but we’re about to dock.”
I rubbed my face and got up. I probably looked like a hot mess. 
“You had nightmares.”
I just stared at him. I really hoped that didn’t mean what I thought it did. Please tell me I didn’t.
“You talk in your sleep,” he stated.
Of course I did. How embarrassing.
“Are you sure you’re all right?” Wolfe asked.
“I’m fully capable of pulling this off, if that’s what you mean,” I said, heading into the tiny bathroom. I splashed water on my face and saw him watching me in the mirror. 
I fussed with my hair, putting pieces back in the bun. “I’m ready.”
“Okay,” he said. He placed a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t worry, we’ll get through this and you’ll see your brother.”
“Thank you.” I didn’t know what else to say. He could reassure me all he wanted, but I had to see something to believe it. I couldn’t just hope things would work out. It gave too much room for disappointment. 
I wasn’t sure how much more of it I could take; it felt like I was about to shatter apart. There had to be time at one point to try and glue myself back together, but I just wasn’t pulling it off. There were too many things to deal with and not enough time to process. 
I grabbed my things and the pistol settled at my hip in its holster. I made sure I had my ident chip around my neck. We’d docked and I hadn’t even noticed while I napped. Wolfe led the way off the shuttle, and I tried not to look conspicuous or scared as I followed him. It didn’t feel like I was doing a very good job, but no one stopped us as we walked through the enormous hangar. 
It looked like something out of Star Wars. Troops marched around and orders rang over a loud speaker. Humanoid robots checked equipment, and ships flew in and out of the hangar on missions or practice runs.
“Stick close,” Wolfe muttered. He grabbed my arm and pulled me along. 
I quickened my pace to keep up. Suddenly he stopped and I ran straight into his back. It was so not smooth. I felt like I’d forgotten everything Celeste taught me. Way to keep a low profile, I admonished myself.
“Identification please?” The soldier manning the checkpoint held out his hand, waiting. 
Wolfe gave him his indent chip and then placed his hand over the sensor. I held my breath as the laser scanned his palm and prints. It beeped and the screen turned green to my relief. 
“Thank you, Captain Michaels, please proceed.” Then the soldier waved me forward.
Wolfe walked through and stood at ease on the other side of the checkpoint and waited for me. Stepping forward, I handed over my own ident chip and looked the soldier straight into his baby blues. I didn’t want him to sense hesitation or fear. I placed my hand on the sensor as Wolfe had, and watched as it scanned my much smaller palm. I’d be highly annoyed if Celeste decided to play a really terrible joke and marked me as a felon. To my shock and delight, it turned green.
“Thank you, Lieutenant Johnson.” 
I retrieved my ident chip, placed it over my neck, and followed Wolfe through the corridor. “Do you know where you’re going?” I asked.
“Ricky booked us in one of the temporary, visiting officer’s rooms.”
“Together?”
“Yes.”
I couldn’t seem to get any privacy around this man. 
I walked behind Wolfe with a blank look on my face– my attempt to look like a cold, bitter killer and all that. “There are cameras.” I noticed the few glinting lenses barely concealed in the concrete walls.
Wolfe stopped in front of a door that looked exactly like all the others and placed his palm against the pad. The door slid open to a bare room. All that was in it was a bed and desk. Everything was steel and grey. Another door inside the room led to a smaller, attached room with no windows or extra furniture, but it held a separate bed.
Wolfe took a small device out of his pocket that looked like a tiny blue crystal. He placed it on the desk and tapped the top. A blue wave exploded outwards. 
I dropped to the ground. “What the hell was that?” I yelled.
“An EMP,” Wolfe replied. He was completely calm. “Now we can talk without being overheard.” He threw his bag on the bed in the larger room.
I stayed on the ground and stared at the innocuous looking marble. “Is it safe?” I asked. I felt ridiculous, but he should’ve warned me first.
Wolfe threw me a look like I was acting crazier than usual. “Of course it is.”
I got up on my knees and peered at the device. “You don’t think they’re going to notice that?” 
“No, it’s too small to trace. Celeste made sure of it. It’s been tested.” Wolfe started unpacking, laying everything out just right.
“If you say so,” I muttered. My head was level with the table and I looked at the crystal marble, not blinking. The light that emanated from it was mesmerizing. It looked so innocent.
Wolfe watched me curiously, and I ignored him. “Somehow we need to find your contact without drawing attention to ourselves,” he said, and shook his head. “If there even is a contact.”
I turned away from the tiny blue marble and watched him organize his socks in a perfect row, and then his shoes. His pants and shirts were folded with precision along the creases. It was nice to know I wasn’t the only weird one. 
“I think we should just hang at the bar,” I said. “Someone is bound to show up there sometime. If no one does, we might hear something that could give us a direction to look in.” He was just getting to his weapons check. Why did Wolfe bring so much stuff?
“Perhaps, but we don’t have the time to wait around.” He kept pulling more stuff out of his bag, like he was Mary Poppins or something.
“Then why are you unpacking?” I asked.
He stopped what he was doing and stared at his hands. I don’t think he even realized what he was doing. “It’s a habit,” he finally replied. He put it all back and turned to me. “What about you, any habits?”
“Cursing, saying inappropriate things at inappropriate times,” I replied immediately. I stood up and looked at my much smaller bag. Maybe I didn’t bring enough.
“That’s all?” he asked.
“No, but that’s a good start.”
“I suppose.” He smiled. “But usually what you say is quite funny.”
I rolled my eyes. “Of course, I’m merely here to amuse.”
He took a step towards me. “Kat, I –”
I cut him off. “I think if we’re not going to the bar we should train a bit, get some exercise, and blend in,” I said, and stepped back half a step.
Wolfe’s face hardened and something else passed over it, but what that was I didn’t know for sure. “That sounds fine,” he said. “I’ll be in the gym in ten minutes, and we’ll start where Celeste left off.” He left before I could respond.
I breathed out slowly, and turned to go after him, leaving our visiting quarters. The gym wasn’t far, from what I remembered of the blueprints. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to be wearing something military issued for exercise or what, but Wolfe would know. 
I walked through the base, and past people who saluted me. Was I supposed to salute back? Did I outrank them? It felt like there was a lot more I should’ve known about our cover before we arrived. It was weird having men salute me, but it also made me feel kind of important, and like I belonged.
The concrete walls had a strip of glass at about eye level that displayed instructions, and news. It changed as I walked by, and showed a layout of the area I was in. I stopped in my tracks and stared at the image. Was there a tracking device in there, or some sort of DNA reader? Someone else walked by, and it changed again. The instructions meant nothing to me.
Wolfe was suddenly there, handing me a pile of clothes. “Change into these,” he said. His voice was low, and didn’t attract attention. “The gym is just around the corner, and you’ll see the women’s locker room when you walk in.”
I took them and found the locker room. I changed quickly and carefully placed my uniform in one of the lockers. I couldn’t afford for the uniform to be taken or lost. It was my only one.
I walked out and found Wolfe standing at the entrance. He watched everyone and everything with a calculated gaze. It was like he’d switched personalities. Wolfe was a completely different person; colder and more efficient. 
I rolled my shoulders back. This side of him was a lot easier for me to deal with. It gave me a little extra breathing room. It meant we wouldn’t talk about feelings, and he’d make sure we weren’t in any danger.
“I’m ready,” I stated.
We walked out to an area that had mats on the floor and a cleared area for sparring and practice. The floor was soft and springy, like a gymnastics setup. I watched the other soldiers. They didn’t give us a second look.
Wolfe didn’t glance at me when I spoke, but kept his eyes on the other soldiers working out around us. “You should stretch,” he said.
I did as I was told, lengthening my muscles and warming them up.
Wolfe looked around the gym, silently evaluating while he kept an eye on me. His arms were crossed and the muscles in his shoulders and arms stood out. The tendons in his neck were taut, and a muscle in his jaw twitched. 
I saw everything from under my lashes, masking my observance. Something was stressing him out more than the simple fact we were here undercover. It looked like he was watching and waiting for something bad to happen; as if he expected it. 
If whatever he anticipated actually came at us, it would be a surprise, and we’d be in deep shit. Had he seen someone he knew when he was still a soldier? Maybe that was it, and he hadn’t told me about it yet.
“Are you done?” Wolfe asked. His voice was clipped and tight.
I shook out my muscles and popped my neck. “I guess,” I replied. I didn’t think he’d react well if I said no.
Wolfe ghosted towards me, faster than the devil, and had me on my ass before I could blink. “What…the hell?” I gasped out. All the breath had been slammed out of my body, leaving me desperately trying to get air.
“You’re small and light.” Wolfe walked around me in a circle, watching as I gasped like a fish. “We’re going to be dealing with throws, ones that allow you to best an opponent taller and bigger than you are, and who is much heavier and stronger.” 
He paced while he spoke, waiting for me to get up. “I’m very sure Celeste didn’t go over any of this with you. She never gets close enough, and she’s too tall. She’s also too quick. Whatever she’s attacking is dead before they can even get anywhere close enough to touch her.”
What a jerk.
“I am not small,” I gasped indignantly. I was taller than average for chrissake, and I’ve never been a lightweight; too much muscle. But the way Wolfe tossed me around, it was like I was a delicate little flower.
Still on the floor, I couldn’t move and could barely get any air. I decided that lying on the ground coughing until I got my breath back was smarter than standing up so he could just do it again. Wolfe offered me his hand.
“I will go slower this time,” he promised.
Reluctantly I took his outstretched hand, and he lifted me up with ease. Okay, maybe I’d lost weight over five hundred years and just didn’t notice.
“Jiu Jitsu can be translated to the art of yielding,” he began. “The central premise of it is the one upon which almost all throws are based. As someone attacks, you have four options: the first is to not fight back, let the attacker hit you and pay the consequences for it. The second is to fight head on. The third is to fight back indirectly. Use force to direct the attack somewhere else. The fourth is to use the force of the attack itself.”
I was more shocked that they taught him Jiu Jitsu, than Wolfe telling me the basics of it. Still, I had a little more respect for him just then.
He continued as I watched him circle me. “The most important part of throwing, other than making sure you won’t be hit,” Wolfe said, “is recognizing the center of gravity in another person, and how it plays into your throw. That point is where something would balance perfectly if it were suspended.” Wolfe placed his hand over my belly button. His touch froze me in place. “Here,” he said. “The center of their gravity is your pivot for throwing them. If you move their center of gravity, you can move the person. It’s the beginning of breaking their balance.”
My muscles tightened with anxiety at Wolfe’s touch.
He continued without pause. He must not have noticed my reaction. “For most,” he said, “the center of gravity is somewhere near the navel. The human body’s sense of balance is the only thing that keeps us standing upright. The key to this balance is our head. If you control the head, you control the balance, and if you control their balance, you control their body.”
I wondered when he would get to the part where we actually did whatever he was yapping about.
Wolfe removed his hand, and slowly walked around me, moving my arms, and getting me to stand in the proper position. “The real key to sense of balance is the ears.” He slid my foot out farther, so that my feet were set wider, and then nodded in approval. “While sound can to some extent, directly affect a person’s sense of balance, it’s the inner ear that keeps you standing. Damage the inner ear, and you immediately have the advantage. We’ll go over the first move.”
I was nervous. Wolfe was a good six inches taller than me, if not more, and at least a hundred pounds heavier of solid muscle.
Wolfe took my hands and placed them where he wanted. “You start by grabbing the sleeve and the armpit area, like this. Then pull back your leg on the same side as the arm that’s holding my shirt to destabilize my balance. As you move forward, slip an arm around my waist and grab the back of my belt area, pulling me against your hips. Use your knees and the power in your hips. Then throw me over and to the floor.”
I stared at him blankly. There was so much he said that I didn’t understand.
Wolfe’s eyes searched my face when I didn’t move, and then he sighed. “I’ll show you,” he said.
He slipped out of my grip, grabbed my arm, and flipped me over with a pop of his hip before I realized what was happening. This time when I hit the floor it was gently, as if he placed me there.
I stared up at him from the mat, surprised that I could still breathe, and a little disoriented. He offered me his hand again, no expression on his face.
His teaching tactics were so different from Celeste’s. With her it was survive or die, but the intent was to beat each other to a bloody pulp. Here, Wolfe was asking me to be graceful. Something I was never really able to pull off before. 
He snapped his fingers to make sure I was paying attention. I glared at him. I think I preferred Celeste over this. 
“It’s essential during this move to keep your body snug against the opponent so he doesn’t escape,” he said. “It’s a great counter-attack to a sudden, vital-point attack from the opponent.”
His word choice was very tactical, like we were playing a game of chess. I doubted a real fight would be like that. I’d never really been in that kind of fight. Sure, I’d thrown a punch or two, but never against a skilled opponent, and only as a reaction.
I stood again, and Wolfe motioned for me to do what he’d done. Rolling my shoulders again, I took a deep breath. I could figure this out. It couldn’t be as hard as it sounded. I took his arm and pulled, twisting so that he was against my hips, and a little off balance.
Wolfe spoke, and I could feel his words on my neck, “In order to perform this smoothly, and at precisely the right moment - your hip thrust must be deep enough to get me off my feet, and your knees need to be bent far enough. Choose the right time to slip your arm around my waist and grab it. It’s not easy, but you can do it by lowering your shoulder slightly on that side, putting me on my heels.”
I was processing all of this, trying to adjust my body correctly as he spoke.
“Now throw me.”
I popped my hip, and pulled on his shoulder at the same time. My other hand pulled on his belt; he went up and over, and flipped until he was on his back looking up at me for a change.
“Hah! I can’t believe that worked!” I was surprised and elated that I’d figured it out. It all sounded so complex and impossible when Wolfe explained it. He was so much bigger than me, I wasn’t sure it would work.
Finally, Wolfe’s stern expression broke a little to give me a small smile.
“Good,” he said as he got up. “We can move on to the next one.”
I stared at him, I was going to get tired fast, and just because I could do it didn’t mean hefting him around was easy, even if it was just for a split second.
He motioned me to take my ready position. I sighed and did so.
He started explaining the move, putting his hands where they would go if he was to throw me. I was ready for Wolfe’s trick this time. I slipped out of his grip, and spun around him. I didn’t feel like being tossed to the floor again.
I bared my teeth at him. It was almost a smile, but too feral to qualify. “You know, with all of your explanations,” I said, “it’s easy to see where I can evade them.”
Wolfe turned and gave me an approving look. “That’s also the point, but I’m glad you catch on quick. Though the fighting grips, the use of hands and feet, and the motions of this move are identical for both men and women. Women have weaker lower body muscles, often causing their knees to buckle when attempting the move. Therefore, women must give more attention to the proper timing than men,” he explained.
That made sense, but I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do about it yet. I had no idea of the timing required until I was actually doing it.
“Are you ready?” Wolfe asked.
“As I’ll ever be,” I replied. 
As directed, I grabbed and spun, then threw him over my shoulder.
Wolfe was on his back on the mat again. “Nice,” he said. “You definitely learn fast.”
I helped him up. He’s a lot heavier than he looks too. “Celeste didn’t seem to think so,” I remarked. With her, I had to learn quickly, or risk more broken bones. Her method I liked. It was kind of like playing a video game, but when the blood spilled it was mine. The pain was real. It was always a chilling thought. 
Wolfe and I looked at each other for a moment, and neither of us really knew what to say. Sweat trickled down my neck and in-between my shoulder blades. I wiped more sweat from my forehead and face. It was hard work tossing the Captain around. I didn’t know if I would use throws that often. It was far too precise for someone like me.
Our eyes stayed locked on each other, and I wondered if I could learn to be that precise with my new abilities. Would Wolfe wonder at my aptitude? When I put my mind to it, it didn’t seem to take long for me to learn something. I was able to process things faster, and learn better from mistakes the first time.
I turned away from Wolfe and stretched, hiding my thoughts from him. Making the same mistake multiple times used to be my specialty; a habit I hoped to break.




 
My earpiece crackled and Ricky’s voice felt like it floated through my head. “Katerina, someone rifled through your personnel files.”
I turned my head to see if anyone else heard him. Wolfe watched me, waiting for my response; he could hear Ricky as well with his own earpiece. I tapped my belt to open the line from my end and smiled at Wolfe.
“Which files - Johnson, or the ones on the ship?” My voice was low, I pitched it to be lost in the sounds of people talking, grunting from exertions and smacks.
Wolfe nodded, playing along perfectly.
“Actually, both. He started with Johnson and somehow found the source, and then traced it to our ship. I shut it down before any information got out, but I’m pretty sure he saw your picture on our files, which means he knows who you aren’t.”
I felt sick to my stomach. How could this have gone wrong so quickly?
“Any indication as to why he was looking through my specs?” I asked. I started stretching again, hiding our conversation as much as I could.
“All I can give you is the location of the hack. My scramble transmission can only hide the channel we’re riding on for so long. It’s on the second floor, in the power room, third computer down. The log in was John Smith. Good luck.” Ricky cut off our connection.
I crossed my arms. I didn’t know if we had the security clearance to get into the power room, or how we were going to find someone with that name. I looked up at Wolfe, but he didn’t say anything.
“What should we do?” I asked him. I had to do something.
“We need to go find that computer,” Wolfe mumbled.
“How do you propose we do that?” I asked.
“We don’t have the clearance to get through, but I may know someone who does. Go get cleaned up. I’ll meet you there in a few. Be dressed and ready to go. We’ll have to move fast.”
I nodded. Having a plan was good. I felt my nerves calm, and I was able to focus. We would figure this out. 
We went off in separate directions. I headed back to the locker room, and Wolfe went off to wherever he thought his possible contact might be. I grabbed my uniform and started off to the living quarters.
I ran around the track that took me through three levels of the gym. I watched as trainers pushed their trainees. I passed a class of a group of kids who couldn’t be more than thirteen. The idea of tiny little monsters terrified me; a healthy respect for what could kill me, as my grandfather would say.
The track took me straight to the exit and I passed through quickly, and didn’t stop until I reached our quarters. I went in to the bathroom to take a shower, dropping my uniform on the bed as I passed through. 
The water ran over me, soothing my tired muscles. I took a deep breath, and steadied myself. I could do this; we would find out who was on to us. Stepping out of the shower, I grabbed the towel and dried off. I slipped the uniform back on and made sure everything was in place. When I was ready, I checked my handgun and slipped it into my hip holster before I went to check on Wolfe.
The door slid open and someone stood there with his hair falling into his eyes and a sinister smile on his lips.
“Hello, Lieutenant.”
 The tall, nondescript man shoved me back into the room with his hand over my mouth to muffle my scream. He locked the door behind him, and pushed me against the wall.
“I will let go if you promise to be quiet,” he whispered. 
I breathed in deep gasps, scared and unsure, but I wanted him off of me so I nodded.
Slowly he uncovered my mouth, let me go, and backed away carefully. I looked him up and down, assessing, and looking to see how much of a threat he could be. 
He was taller than me, but not as tall as Wolfe. He had brown hair, brown eyes, and a medium build. The kind of person you would never remember seeing; who would never, ever stand out in a crowd.
“Who are you?” I asked.
“The name is John Smith.”
I had my gun out, and pointed at his head before he could blink. His hands went up slowly, but that creepy smile tugged at his lips.
“Explain why you were digging through my files, and quickly. You’d better have a damn good reason,” I said, my voice low and angry. How dare he go through my files, waltz into my room, and do whatever he damn well pleased.
“I was told to watch out for women that fit your age range and description – women that came here as a temporary stop, something that would be in and out.”
I stepped closer, the barrel of my gun rested on his temple. “Excuse me?”
“The female version of Mr. Anderson is a lot sexier than I anticipated.”
This was getting weird and disturbing, but somehow this asshole knew my brother. It made my muscles seize and I wasn’t sure I could move. My muscles felt like rocks, but my gun was steady.
“You might want to go into a little bit of detail on that one,” I whispered. My veins were hot and fevered and the heat pulsed through me, igniting anger at everything, and I was going to take it out on this poor, pipsqueak of a man; this messenger.
“Well, he left a trail of bread crumbs for you, and I’m one of the dropped pieces.”
“What are you supposed to tell me, something obscure and impossible? Just tell me where he is and I won’t have to kill you.” It was an empty threat, but I’d make sure he couldn’t follow me.
John Smith just laughed, which was quickly cut off by my other hand on his throat, squeezing his wind pipe. An odd choking sound made it out of his mouth.
“I am not playing games with you, Smith. You are going to tell me what I want to know.” I was sick and tired of these games. I wanted answers, not riddles.
“Katerina,” Wolfe’s voice came over the comm. piece. “I think I found someone who can help me.”
“No need, Captain,” I replied. “The weasel is here in our rooms with my gun pointed at his skull.”
“I’ll be right there.”
Smith wheezed around the pressure on his throat and said, “Tell him to meet us in the bar. Otherwise you’ll never get the information you wanted.”
“Why?” I demanded. “I have absolutely no reason to listen to you.”
Smith leaned in to my hand. “He may be your Captain, but what I have to tell you is only for your ears.”
“Or you could tell me where Kris is, and get straight to the point.” I emphasized my words with a nice squeeze; I could feel the bones and tendons in his neck crackle and strain against my fingers.
“Kat, what’s going on? Are you all right?” Wolfe almost sounded panicked. This was probably the last situation he’d anticipated. 
I’d forgotten the comm line between us was still open, and Wolfe could hear every word I had said.
There was a disgusting wet laugh, and Smith said, “Darling, you are in way over your head. Go ahead and kill me. I follow my orders and I do not stray. Do you really think if it was safe for you to know where he is right now that he would hide it from you? You’re a fool.”
My grip loosened just a little. I was beginning to wonder that myself.
“Is he in trouble? What can I do?” My voice wasn’t strong anymore, it was desperate. “Just tell me what I want to know. I’ll deal with the consequences.”
“He said you would say that, but I can’t. Close out the transmission to your Captain. Tell him you’ll meet him, then I’ll tell you what I can.”
“Wolfe, I will meet you in the bar, unharmed in twenty minutes. Kat out.” I tapped my belt with the butt of my pistol to end the transmission.
I eyed him, and shook my head. This was such a bad idea. “I swear if you try anything when I let you go, I will shoot you without hesitation.”
“I understand completely, darling.”
“And don’t call me that.” I left the gun cocked and ready. My other hand slowly released his throat, and he stumbled to his feet.
“I see you’re stronger than average too, that is definitely an advantage.”
I was shocked. “What do you know about that? What does Kris know? Why can’t I just see him?” I was so frustrated I practically screamed. There were so many questions, and this guy might have the answers. If only he would tell me.
I started pacing, my gun still out and ready. I watched him from the corner of my eyes, but I couldn’t stand still. This whole thing was extremely aggravating. Kris couldn’t decide to just keep me away and uninformed. I had to know.
“I told you, there are only certain things I was ordered to tell you, and to give you this.” He handed me a blue crystal that hung on a silver necklace. It had engravings carved into it. The crystal shone like glass with the light filtering through it.
Carefully, I took it. “Is this encoded?” I asked.
He smiled approvingly. “Good, you know about that. Yes, it’s inscribed and encoded, but as you see the shape is unusual, you’ll need a special reader. You’ll find one on Asgard, which is where your pretty necklace is.”
“Asgard?” Could that possibly be a real place? “How did you hear about the necklace?” I slipped the crystal over my head, and tucked it in my shirt so I wouldn’t lose it.
“I caught more on my hack than your little orange friend thought. It was in one of your recent searches from your personal console. I believe your Captain recently acquired that map? News travels quickly in the underworld. The necklace is where the crystal reader is, and the crystal comes with a message, ‘Be careful, tread lightly in your travels, and when you see the message you will understand. If you don’t find me first, I will find you.’ Here is the second crystal – just a standard encoded video message for you to watch once you’re off the base, and back on your ship.”
It didn’t look special, just a simple crystal. I tucked it in one of my pockets. “Is he at least alive and well? Is he sick at all?” I practically begged for more information, anything to give me more hope. I was running on fumes.
“I checked in about a month ago, and he was still alive when he messaged me for any activity. I will have to wait here for his next message before I can leave the base.” Smith rubbed at his neck, and for a split second he looked normal.
“I could stay until then,” I said. “When is his next message?” I would make it happen, even if I had to get left behind.
“There is no way to know that,” Smith answered. “He sends the messages whenever he gets a chance from different places at different times. Sometimes a week apart and sometimes it’s six months. It’s not safe for you to stay here and wait that long. You have to go.” Smith straightened and put his shoulders back. He walked towards the door, grabbed my arm, and pulled me along with him. “I have to disappear. I can’t be seen here, and you and the captain need to leave as soon as possible. You got what you came for. Get your things and leave.”
Unfortunately, my logical side agreed with him; we had to get out before someone caught on to us. I shook him off. “I won’t leave without Wolfe.” 
He walked through the door and gave me one last look before he disappeared down the hall. I locked the door behind him, and started throwing all of our belongings in the bags and zipped them up. We traveled light, and most of it was weaponry anyway. Most of the guns I left in the room for when I came back. I might need them later.
Walking back to the hangar was difficult. I tried not to look like I was in a rush. My ident chip let me through the checkpoint, and thankfully, no one gave me a second look. 
Marauders were considered outsiders. They did the dirty work for the military, at whatever cost, or so Wolfe said. Mostly, marauders were ignored by normal soldiers. When I reached the hangar I was grateful no one questioned me. I opened the hatch to our transport pod, tossed the bags inside, and then locked it up. I glanced around before I left the hangar, going the opposite direction I’d come from to get to the bar.
I reached the double doors in record time, and scanned the bar surreptitiously. Only a few groups of soldiers were hanging out and playing cards. I walked across the room to the bar and sat down. Several pairs of eyes followed my movement. When I looked over my shoulder, everyone averted their gaze. I turned back to the bartender and ordered a beer. I didn’t really like beer, but it looked like the safest thing to drink.
I checked the room over again and didn’t see Wolfe. He should’ve been there. The captain was always punctual.
“Instead of a beer, make it two fireballs,” a cultured, velvety smooth voice said next to me. 
I turned to see who thought it was a good idea to sit next to me. A handsome man with a slightly weathered look to his face sat on the stool next to mine. He wore glasses that reminded me of a professor, with dirty blonde hair that was out of military regulation, and a uniform I hadn’t seen before.
“And you are?” I asked.
“You, lovely, can call me Donnelly. I happen to run this base.” The way he smiled at me and waved his hand, indicating the room and the base, sent chills down my spine. “Lt. General Donnelly, at your service.”
The drinks arrived in front of us, red and inviting. When Donnelly took a sip, I followed suit, but carefully. It was warm, like cinnamon, but with a kick at the end. It set fire to my belly. I could smell how strong it was, and decided I probably shouldn’t have more than that one sip.
My hands shook as I put the glass down. The man in charge of the base talking to me, this wasn’t going to end well. Whatever his reason, I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to like it. I could feel everyone’s eyes on my back like a weight. This was the exact situation I’d been trying to avoid.
“What can I do for you, Lt. General?” I asked, resisting the urge to reach for my gun. My eyes were trained on the wall in front of me, avoiding his gaze. I couldn’t help my twitch.
“Mm, I desperately wanted to see why you should be protected.”
“What?” I had no clue what he was talking about, and he gave me a look I didn’t like either. Like I was his prey; tasty, sweet prey.
“Katerina, Wolfe has gone off the radar. He was visited by Lt. General Donnelly, and then his comm went to static.” Ricky’s voice was low and panicked in my ear.
I turned sharply, looking at the man who sat next to me. What an odd coincidence. One I didn’t like. I couldn’t answer Ricky, not with Donnelly sitting right there. 
“Katerina, are you there?”
I tapped my belt twice. It would send static through the transmission. I did it once more so he knew I was doing it on purpose. Letting him know I couldn’t respond.
“Well, Katerina…which I think is a beautiful name, by the way. My old friend Chase Wolfe decided to come visit me. I couldn’t help but catch up with him.”
My body went cold, and I couldn’t move. There was a feeling that slammed through me which I didn’t recognize, but it flooded me with adrenaline.
“Yes, I do know a few things. I just came to let you know that if you want to stay alive, you’ll come visit my office.” He downed his drink. “If you don’t show up in ten minutes I’ll have to send an escort, my dear, and that won’t be pleasant for anyone involved.”
He walked out of the bar, slow and cocky, with his hands in his pockets.




 
I was frozen as I watched Donnelly leave. No one else moved, but they all watched me warily. What should I do? I was so far out of my depth.
I had to do something. 
My feet moved, and suddenly I was running out of the bar and down the hall to our quarters.
“I’ve located Wolfe. He’s in a room behind the lieutenant’s office,” Ricky informed me over the comm.
My heart skipped a beat, and I paused. “Do you know how long he’s been there?” I whispered.
“About half an hour, but you need to get out of there and back on the ship right now.”
Ricky sounded afraid. Ricky was never afraid when it came to Wolfe.
“We can’t just leave him.” I made it to our quarters, and the door slid open. I grabbed for the weapons on the bed. 
“You have to,” Ricky said. “What if they find you have no actual records?”
I stopped in the middle of checking the ammunition. “What if he’s the bait?” I asked.
Ricky was quiet for too long. I started going through the magazines faster. 
“Kat, you don’t know what you’re doing. You won’t come out of there alive.”
I took a deep breath, leaned on the desk, and tried to calm my nerves. I breathed deeply, in and out, trying to dissipate the fear I could feel building. “I have to,” I said. “I owe Wolfe everything. He saved my life, and now it’s my turn to save his. There’s nothing you can say to change my mind.”
I could practically feel him sigh. “All right, let me pull up a virtual blueprint of the base. I’ll help you get in and out. You’ll need to do this quick and dirty.”
“Oh good,” I said with a smile that was more of a grimace. “This should be fun.”
I had no other plan, and I was clueless about how to do a rescue. I’d never attempted one before.
I strapped a pulse rifle to my back, and had a pistol on each hip. Stuffing extra ammo in my pockets and in my shoulder holster made me feel better. Though I could have access to all the ammo in the world, and I’d probably still feel under-armed. As an afterthought I tucked a knife into my boot. 
Meet Donnelly in his office was what I was supposed to do. I assumed there would be some villain speech, and then he would arrest me. I’d be no good to Wolfe then. 
“Do you have that blueprint pulled up?” I asked Ricky.
I placed my back against the wall and waved my hand. I peered around the corner as the door slid open. It wasn’t necessary, but I felt safer doing it. The possibility of someone waiting to grab me was one I didn’t want to ignore. The hall was eerily empty though.
“Take a left and keep walking down that hall,” Ricky said. “Take it all the way down to the offices. When you reach the gym, take another left. That will lead you to the high-ranking soldier’s offices. At the very end of that hall is where Donnelly will be.”
The click of my boots against the linoleum bounced off the concrete walls as I walked. I worked to try and clear my mind, to focus it. This wouldn’t be a sparring match, this would be my life – and Wolfe’s – on the line.
There was a checkpoint to the offices, and I placed my hand over the blue light. The doors slid open, and I looked around carefully. I was pretty confident I wouldn’t have been allowed through that particular checkpoint a half hour ago. My footsteps were soft and light as I kept an eye out. There was a label on each door that I passed. The labels stated name and rank. I kept going until I reached Lt. General Donnelly’s at the end of the hall. 
His door looked innocuous enough. It didn’t slide open at my approach. It was then I noticed the same blue light that shone from a scanner next to the door. Would it work, or would I sound an alarm?
My hand went over the scanner and the door slid open. The room was empty, but I could see another door straight ahead of me. I stood at the threshold, pausing as I looked around. It was so quiet. 
I grabbed both pistols; one in each hand and ready. I slowly did a three sixty as I crossed the room. No nasty surprises if I could help it. I stared the next door down, my heart pounding in my chest. The anticipation flooded me like electricity. There was still no one to greet me, or ask what I was doing in Donnelly’s office. What kind of game was the man playing? 
I couldn’t hear anything on the other side of the door so I pressed my ear to the cold metal. All I heard was a dripping sound like water.
My brain ran over the possibilities of what was behind that door like lightning. Possible outcomes and strategies came at me faster than ever before. The amount of information I was processing had me reeling from the sudden overload. If this was what higher brain function felt like, I wasn’t so sure I liked it.
Breathing deeply, I got a hold of myself. Wolfe waiting behind that door was one possibility. Donnelly could also have Wolfe in a holding cell somewhere completely different. If that was the case I’d have a lot more work to do. One possibility had nerves shooting down to my belly and it made the muscles in my stomach tighten. What if soldiers waited for me? What if I had to fight? I had no training with multiple attackers, and the prospect of a real fight scared me. 
I looked at the pistols in my hands. I was prepared, if not necessarily ready. If I let instinct take over like in my sparring matches with Celeste, there was a chance Wolfe and I could get out of this unscathed. The adrenaline already coursed through my veins; all I had to do was let it take over.
Inspecting the door, I found there wasn’t a scanner, or anything obvious that opened it. My fingers traced the doorjamb, looking for weak spots. When I figured out where they were, I took a few steps back, thought about it and took another step.
 I ran as fast as I could and jumped, drop-kicking the door – a football move my brother had taught me. The door blew off the jamb, and I landed on my back, skidding into the room. Without thinking I flipped to a crouch. My feet were heavily planted on the door, and I quickly scanned the room. Pulse blasts fired at me. Instinctively I shot at the locations of origin, and then rolled to my right.
With my back to the wall I aimed, and downed two more guards. With my new senses I knew where everyone was with barely a glance. There were three more soldiers, the lieutenant, and Wolfe. I twisted so that I was hidden behind one of the metal pillars. Blood made the floor slick, the heat from their pulse shots warmed my skin, but I barely felt it. I peeked out and noted new locations, then pulled my head back just in time to keep it from getting blown off. The pillar shuddered with the force of the blast.
I didn’t give myself time to think, and didn’t allow myself to wonder about anything. If I did, I’d freeze. I had to act, not react. Otherwise, Wolfe and I would be dead. I shoved back at the fear and breathed. 
I found the source of my strength, where I thought my new abilities came from. Though I suspected the modifications only amplified a part of me that was already there; the part of humans that remembered the days of being hunted, where every day was a life or death struggle to survive. A cool breeze seemed to wash over my skin, and I could feel it smooth out the nerves, the fear, and my doubts. It told me what to do, and I obeyed, leaving everything else behind.
I spun out from behind the pillar, and fired three shots. Then looked up slowly and saw Donnelly with his fallen men around him. That feral place inside me didn’t allow me to wonder if the men I shot were still alive or not. It didn’t matter. They were no longer a threat, whatever the case may be.
My eyes fell on Wolfe chained up against the wall behind Donnelly. Wolfe’s face was swollen and beaten; his wrists were bleeding from the shackles. A pool of blood spread on the floor beneath him. His shirt was gone, showing deep cuts and bruises. Wolfe looked unconscious at the moment, and the sight of the damage that was done to my captain made me falter.
Donnelly inspected his fingernails as he spoke. “You are quite magnificent,” he said. “You have beauty and grace that is scientifically rare with the human race.” His voice was oddly soft, yet deep. Something you would expect a father to sound like. 
My eyes snapped from Wolfe to focus on Donnelly. That feral side of me was still in control, and it sized him up, locating possible weaknesses and strengths. My assessment wasn’t sure the odds were in my favor. 
Donnelly stood tall and strong, with broad shoulders nicely incased in a suit. His hands were relaxed, but they looked like they could easily break someone. His skin was tanned, and his blonde hair was sculpted off his face in a very handsome wave. His blue eyes were piercing, as if they tried to see into my soul and find what was hidden there. His glasses perched on his nose just like the first time I’d seen him.
“Do you like what you see?” Donnelly asked. 
I stayed silent. I didn’t want to give him any advantage. 
He walked over to Wolfe and inspected him, but he spoke to me. “You’re so cold – a kindred spirit. Do you truly care for your captain?” Donnelly asked. “Or is it merely a show to appear normal? Do you just enjoy killing, so any excuse will do?”
What was he talking about? I didn’t enjoy killing. I started losing control of the part of me that knew what it was doing, that didn’t care about the consequences as long as the goal was achieved. It slipped away as I took a closer look at the bodies on the ground, and the horror struck me like a hammer. I almost buckled at the nausea. 
Donnelly continued speaking, ignoring me. “Did you know that Wolfe and I used to be very close friends?” He pushed Wolfe’s body so he swung from the ceiling. “He left me to die. ‘Leave no man behind’ is not one of his policies.” Donnelly looked right into my eyes. “Remember that.”
I struggled to do something, anything, but I was frozen in place. Staring at the men on the floor, I mentally begged them to move, cough, something to tell me they were still alive.
One of them groaned, and I found my voice with the sudden relief. “So you like to hold a grudge,” I said. “I never would’ve guessed.” My attempt at mockery managed to hide my debilitating fear.
“Ah, sarcasm, one of the most obvious social defense mechanisms,” Donnelly said. He traced the line of Wolfe’s jaw. 
I stepped softly to the side, and hoped he wouldn’t notice. Donnelly turned to me, and I held my breath.
“There is so much history between Wolfe and me,” he said. “The only reason I’m interested in you is because he fought so hard to keep your real name from me, nothing more. Why does he want to hide you from me so badly?”
His question sounded rhetorical so I stayed silent, and took a step closer. Donnelly moved so fast it made me dizzy. He held me by the back of the neck before I could blink, and knocked the guns from my hands. He ripped the pulse rifle right off of me and wrenched my shoulder. He slowly slid his hand down my side to the small of my back. Donnelly stared at me with a hunger in his eyes. Then he grabbed my extra pistol hiding there, and tossed it away. He shook me and then released his grip. I stumbled in surprise. 
He backhanded me with so much force that I flew into the pillar I’d just hid behind. The air was knocked from my lungs, and I slid to the ground desperately trying to breathe. Donnelly slowly stalked towards me, like a cat. 
I tried to scramble away, but I was too slow. He kicked me in the ribs. I heard something crack and I curled into a ball, trying to escape the pain. He grabbed me by my hair and yanked my head back to expose my throat. I was terrified. The searing pain in my scalp brought me to my feet. He looked so calm when he pulled me up.
“Why are you so special?” Donnelly asked with his head tilted to the side, studying me.
“I’m not,” I gasped. I kneed him in the crotch. Promptly his hand released its grasp on my hair and I fell back to the floor. I kicked him sideways, to the knee. He buckled to the ground, and I thought I heard something crack, but I couldn’t tell over the sound of his scream. 
I jumped to my feet. My balance wasn’t stable, but I had to get to Wolfe. I kicked Donnelly in the head and ran towards my captain. My ankle caught, and I fell flat on my face. I looked over my shoulder, and saw Donnelly’s hand holding on to me. He yanked me towards him. 
I tried to grab onto something, but the floor was slick with blood. I aimed and drew back my knee with my free leg, and then kicked him straight in the face. His nose and glasses broke; blood squirted everywhere. I stood ungracefully to my feet. 
“I suggest you forget about me, Lieutenant.” I aimed another kick to his head, and he flew over onto his back. I made sure he was unconscious this time.
I grabbed the keys from Donnelly’s waist and ran back to Wolfe. I unlocked the chains at his ankles and then his wrists. He fell into my arms. The unexpected weight made us both fall to the ground. My lungs heaved as they struggled to work with the piercing pain from my cracked ribs. I winced as I leaned over to place his head in my lap.
“Wolfe, can you hear me?” I shook him, and then slapped his face, trying to shock him into consciousness. “Please, I need you to wake up,” I pleaded with him. There was no way I could carry or drag him out. Wolfe was too heavy.
I put my ear to his chest. I could hear his heartbeat, but it was very weak. How did he get so beaten in such a short amount of time? I couldn’t leave the captain alone for a second before he got into trouble.
“If you die here, Wolfe, I’m never going to forgive you.” I got up and tried dragging him, but it was impossible. All my extra strength was useless in that moment. We were too slow, and we’d never get out that way. We’d be shot down before I could get us anywhere near the hangar. My hands trembled, and I felt so lost. Ricky was right. I had no experience with this kind of situation.
I kneeled next to Wolfe and tried to wipe some of the blood from his face. I had to get his heart beating faster, and get more blood to his brain so he’d wake up. I took both hands, made a fist, and slammed them down on his chest over and over. His breathing was still really shallow. I gave him another light slap. “I really need you to wake up,” I whispered in his ear. “Please, just wake up, and then I’ll get us out of here.”
I didn’t know what else to do, I couldn’t just leave him. I felt helpless and I screamed my frustration. I wouldn’t leave without him – I couldn’t. I would stay if I had to, and figure out a way to get us out later. Break out of the brig, and then escape. I’d survived torture before, I could do it again.
There was a choking noise, and I scrambled to get Wolfe on his side. He vomited blood and started gasping.
“Wolfe!” I was so relieved I could feel the tears streaming down my face. “I can’t believe it.” I rubbed his back, doing what I could to help him.
“Kat, what are you doing here?” he wheezed. “It’s too dangerous.”
“I’m fine,” I said. “We need to get out of here.” We didn’t have much time, and I was frantic. Getting back to our shuttle was a whole new set of problems I really didn’t want to think about at the moment.
“Your brother?” he asked.
“Don’t worry about it.” I pulled Wolfe up and he held on to me to keep his balance. 
Wolfe stared at me and traced my face with his finger. He wiped away my tears, and then brushed the hair back from my face. “Thank you,” he said.
“I owed you,” I said. “I wouldn’t leave without you.” I put his arm around my shoulders, and propped him up.
Wolfe smiled then, and held me close. For once, I let him. I knew those feelings, the need to feel safe, to be near someone you could trust. His warmth spread through me, and chased away the fear. 
I slid my arm around his waist. I’d have to help him walk with how weak he was. “Now let’s get out of here,” I said.
With my free hand I activated my comm. “Ricky, I have Wolfe. We’re heading to the shuttle now.”
“All right, hurry.” Ricky’s voice was panicked. “The inside of that base looks like a kid just kicked over an anthill, and now all the ants are very angry.”
I’d worry about how he knew what anthills were later. “Copy.” I closed the transmission. “Can you run?” I asked Wolfe.
He smiled at me. “I can certainly try.” 
We hobbled towards the door together, and were about to make it through when something knocked me to my knees.
“What just happened?” I looked up at Wolfe, and felt dazed.
His face was full of horror. “Are you all right?” he asked. He sounded frightened, but I wasn’t sure why.
Did I just trip and fall? “I think so,” I answered. My back felt warm. I touched where it tingled. My hand came away covered in blood. “Is that what I think it is?” My voice shook as I realized what had happened. I’d been shot.
“Don’t think you’re going to get away from me that easily.” Donnelly’s voice was triumphant. 
I looked over my shoulder, and saw him leaning on my pulse rifle. My own gun shot me. Well, that sucked. Everything felt hazy, and it was hard to focus. 
“Don’t bring her into this, Cole.” Wolfe’s voice was distant. I tried to get up, but I couldn’t get my body to do anything; I couldn’t feel my legs.
That was when I went into shock, and began shaking violently. I fell over onto my side, and my vision became skewed. I wanted to turn so everything would be right side up, but my head was too heavy. My blood seeped onto the floor, and I lay in a giant pool of my own plasma. I placed a hand on top of the blood. “Chase.” It was weird saying his first name.
There were more shots, and I was lifted up. I wondered if I could survive a shot that might’ve severed my spine. 
Wolfe’s breath was warm against my face. “I’m getting you out of here.”
“We’re a little conspicuous,” I muttered. My voice sounded dead. I coughed. I felt like I couldn’t get enough air. “I think I’m bleeding into my lungs,” I commented.
“I know!” Wolfe roared. He pushed through the doors and picked up his pace. 
“Ricky, prep the infirmary ward for immediate surgery. We have a blast wound to the lower back.” It sounded like he wanted to say more, but he refrained after glancing at me.
It was weird how my back didn’t really hurt. I felt so separate from everything. If I was dying, wasn’t I supposed to see something? Which begged the question, if I saw nothing, did that mean I wasn’t dying?
My breath came in little gasps, there was too much fluid in my lungs for me to breathe properly. I grew dizzy from the lack of air, and closed my eyes. “Chase, I’m going to sleep. Wake me up when we get there?” I sighed, and let myself doze off.




 
When Chase Wolfe looked up, he saw her face, concerned and worried. Chase was glad Kat was there. She did care for him. Suddenly he was overcome with worry. She shouldn’t be there; it was too dangerous. He told her so, but she ignored him as usual, and helped him up. 
“Thank you,” he told Katerina. He couldn’t help himself; he’d been so worried Donnelly would take his revenge out on her. Wolfe hugged her, trying to reassure himself that they were okay.
Her tears made his heart break. He wished he could fix her world. The shadows in her eyes were still there, and so was the pain, but she smiled at him. His heart swelled.
“Now let’s get out of here.” She wrapped her arm around his waist, and he tried not to think of how many times over the last few weeks he’d wished he could be that close to her, and now she was helping him walk. The situation that allowed him to be so close to her was almost tragic.
Walking hurt; everything hurt. Chase ignored the blood, the bruises, and the cuts. Because that’s what he was good at. He was a soldier. He killed, he protected. He glanced at Kat. He protected her. He didn’t know why, but that’s all he wanted to do. Maybe it was how delicate she looked.
He heard Kat say something to Ricky, but he was concentrating on pushing the pain back so he could do his job. Push it far away. He could deal with it later and not in the middle of a crisis.
“Copy.” She turned to him and asked, “Can you run?”
He gave her what he hoped was a reassuring smile and said, “I can certainly try.” He had to succeed. His crew was counting on him.
They ran towards the exit, and he heard a pulse rifle fire. Katerina stumbled, and fell to her knees. No. Panic tore through him. He grabbed her by the shoulders, and she looked up at him, her face contorted in confusion.
“What just happened?” she asked. 
He didn’t want to know how bad it was. “Are you all right?”
“I think so,” she replied, but she looked unsure. She went to touch her back, and her hand came away with blood. It felt like someone had stabbed him.
“Is that what I think it is?” she asked. The way her voice shook made him feel so helpless.
Then a voice he recognized all too well spoke. “Don’t think you’re going to get away from me that easily.”
Chase froze. Hate filled him, turning his blood to icy rage. “Don’t bring her into this, Cole,” Chase snarled.
“You know how this game works, Wolfe. I find something you care about, and take it away from you. We’ve been playing this game for a long time now, you should know better.”
Chase’s attention snapped back to Kat. She shook violently and fell over. Blood poured from the wound on her back.
“Then you should know,” Chase said as he kneeled next to her, “that I don’t easily give up what is mine.” His voice was calm, rational, and very, very dangerous.
“We shall see,” Donnelly replied.
Chase reached for the gun lying on the ground, near one of Donnelly’s fallen soldiers.
“Chase.” 
Her voice made him falter. She stared at the growing pool of blood. He had to get her out of there, and now.
“Yes,” Chase said. “We shall see.” He shot the rifle away from Cole, and then shot him in the chest. Chase didn’t have the time to make sure he was dead; he just needed to get out.
He scooped Kat up and into his arms. It reminded him of when they first met, only a few weeks before. “I’m getting you out of here,” he told her.
“A little conspicuous,” she said. He didn’t know how she could joke at a time like that. 
Kat coughed. It was a racking, wet cough he could feel. She wheezed as she tried to breathe. It made his heart race with fear. 
“I think I’m bleeding into my lungs,” she commented.
Feeling so helpless made him furious. “I know!” he yelled. He walked as fast as he could without jostling her.
Chase made it out of Donnelly’s office, and headed down the hall. He heard footsteps approaching. He kicked one of the doors open and went inside. He closed it just as a squadron of soldiers ran past.
“Ricky,” he signaled. “Prep the infirmary ward for immediate surgery. We have a blast wound to the lower back.” He glanced at Kat. He didn’t want to worry her by letting her know how bad it really was. 
Her breathing quickened, he could hear the rattle of fluid every time she took a breath. “Chase, I’m going to sleep. Wake me when we get there?”
Damn it all to hell. “Ricky,” he said. “She’s unconscious. I need to get her into surgery now. Locate my position and find me the quickest exit route.”
“Yes, sir.”
Chase placed Kat carefully on the floor and took off her dress shirt, and then tied it around her waist to slow the bleeding. He checked her pulse; her heart was still beating, for the time being. 
“All right, Captain, I have the blue prints up, and I’ve hacked into the surveillance cameras. I have an exit for you, ready?” 
“Yes.” Chase went back to door, gun in hand, and listened carefully. No sounds of more soldiers in the hallway. 
“Okay, when you exit the room you’re going to turn right,” Ricky instructed him. “Third door on your left will be unlocked. It’s a science lab. Go through that room to the exit sign. That leads you to a flight of stairs that will take you to the service area of the bar. There is a pulse rifle on the wall - take it, there are soldiers there. Then head to the hangar, I’ll have the Wolfegang ready to meet you. Celeste and I will do what we can to disarm their defense cannons. Just fly here as fast as you can. Celeste will be on the ready with return fire.”
Having some semblance of a plan made Chase slightly less panicked. “Excellent,” he said. “Ending transmission.”
The adrenaline pumped through Chase’s veins in overdrive. He tossed Kat as gently as he could over his shoulder and headed out. He followed Ricky’s instructions exactly. There was no one in the lab at such a late hour. 
He went down the stairs, mindful of the jolts. The hallway was cold, all concrete, and the lights flickered. It made the pain in his head worse. There were a few stairs that led up and into the bar.
Chase went up them and opened the door to the bar slowly. No one was in the back. He grabbed the rifle from the wall and placed Kat down against it so she was sitting up. 
Chase pressed his back against the wall that separated him from a bar full of military-trained killers. He leaned out and took a quick look. He counted twelve soldiers. Not that many, but twelve against one was never great odds. Chase had to use the element of surprise. 
He slipped the knife he’d taken from Kat’s boot and tread silently. He grabbed the bartender from behind and slit his throat, gently placing him on the ground. Chase used the actual bar as a shield, got out the rifle and aimed. 
He killed three before anyone had the time to react. Then they were on him, too close for Chase to use the rifle. He hit one over the head with the butt of the gun, and then he used it like a bat and swung. The next soldier was too fast. He grabbed Chase by the throat and punched him repeatedly. 
“Need some help, mate?” 
The soldier was pulled off of him and then blood covered the walls.
A hand was offered and he took it. Chase looked up into the most nondescript eyes he’d ever seen. 
“I’m John Smith, I work for the brother.” Even the smile was nondescript.
“Thanks,” Chase said. He was still unsure how he’d gotten so lucky.
The rest of the soldiers, who’d been sitting around, recovered from their shock. Chase and John fought back the remaining five. They would’ve been goners if not for the simple fact that no one seemed to have brought their guns while relaxing at the bar. They only had to worry about the standard, military-issued hunting knives.
Chase knocked out one, and turned to take care of the others that were left. John had his hands full with the other two. Chase broke one’s neck with quick precision, but the other grabbed Chase, choking off his air from behind him. He elbowed the soldier in the gut, and then flipped him over his shoulder. The soldier landed flat on his back. Chase stepped on his throat and crushed it.
There was a gunshot directly behind his head and he flinched. He felt nothing. Chase turned around and saw Kat holding his rifle.
“Watch your back!” she yelled. 
He turned back and kicked the man on the floor so hard his head did a one-eighty and the neck snapped with a sick sound. John shot the last soldier twice in the chest, and once in the skull, standard military procedure. Chase wondered who this man could possibly be. 
Smith ran over to Kat and scooped her up. “It’s so lovely to see you again, Katerina. Who knew you’d know what to do with such a large gun.” He snickered as she whacked him on the shoulder.
“Let’s move out,” Chase said. “Reinforcements are already on their way.”
They ran out of the bar, turned left down the hall, and paused at the entrance to the hangar. 
“Cover me?” John asked Kat.
She cocked the rifle. “On it.”
Chase gave her back a cursory check. The blood was already clotting, and even her coloring looked better. That was impossible. She was practically dead just a few minutes ago. Chase shook it off and concentrated on the matter at hand. He could worry about her peculiar healing later. Ricky would know what was going on.
“All right, I’ll go first. I’m going to make a run for it. Stick close.” Chase made sure Kat was ready to move. He moved carefully out into the hall, ignoring the pain he felt everywhere. He knew he’d heal soon enough.
“Uh, how do you plan on blowing through security?” John asked.
He had a point.
“I got it. Reach into my left pocket,” John told him.
Smith had managed to fit a grenade into his pants pocket. Chase pulled the pin and threw the grenade out into the hallway to clear it. They’d already set off all of the security alarms, might as well go out with a bang.
They took cover and braced against the shock. As soon as the dust cleared and the heat dispersed, he took off, checking corners and blind spots. They carefully made their way through the debris. Chase took out a few guards that were still alive and then headed towards the shuttle. There were rifle shots from Kat, and he watched another two men go down. She had uncanny aim.
Chase made it to the transport’s stairs, and took them two at a time. He ran to the console and powered up the shuttle. There were more shots from the rifle. He wondered what was taking them so long, they’d been right behind him.
Another blast, but it didn’t sound like it was from Kat’s gun. Then he heard her yell in pain. Wolfe ran back to the ladder. John was on the ground with blood blossoming from his shoulder. He shot at a squadron of soldiers, with more closely following. 
“Take her!” John yelled. “Her wound reopened when we fell, I’m going to create a distraction. Just get out of here!”
Chase grabbed Kat, and she whimpered as he shouldered her weight. He wished he could be gentler, but they just didn’t have the time. He tossed her into the shuttle, and closed the hatch. They took a few hits as he got it off the ground. 
“Wolfe, this is John Smith, do you copy?” 
“I copy,” Chase replied.
“I’m going to blow through the hangar door. That’s your chance to get out of here. This was part of my job; protecting the sweet, little sister, and I enjoyed every minute of it. Cheers!”
There was an explosion that rocked the transport. Chase braced against the console. He got the shuttle flying, and steered through what remained of the hangar doors. He didn’t have the time to worry about what happened to John, but he did hope he’d make it through alive.
The minute Chase broke through the atmosphere; Ricky and Celeste were on top of the fighters still following him once he was out of the atmo. The Wolfegang blew them into tiny pieces.
“This is Wolfe– pull us in, we need to get out of here, yesterday.”
“Copy, sir,” Ricky replied. “Damn, it’s good to hear your voice.”
Chase glanced at Kat. She looked unconscious, and her skin was a pasty white he didn’t like. “I’m going to need immediate triage. Is everything ready?” he asked. 
“Yes, sir. Just get onboard in one piece.”
Chase steered the shuttle into the hangar of his ship, and the docking beacon helped pull them in. The Wolfegang shuddered and pitched sideways from the attacks. Chase held on and landed the transport as best he could. 
Ricky was opening the hatch as soon as Chase powered down the engine. Without a word, Ricky picked up Katerina as if she weighed nothing and ran out. He held her away from his body so as not to jostle her. Chase felt relieved. Ricky was strong enough to carefully get her to the infirmary at the necessary speed. 
He followed Ricky into the infirmary and watched as he placed her on one of the exam tables. Ricky scurried around, gathering needles, drugs, and bags of blood.
“Sir, I’ll be fine. Celeste needs you at the helm. She can’t hold off the fighters and steer at the same time.” Ricky gently pushed Chase out of the ward. “The shield will only hold for so long.” 
Chase glanced over his shoulder and saw Ricky ripping off Kat’s undershirt. The exposed, bloody, torn flesh underneath the shirt made him hesitate. He couldn’t think about it, or it’d drive him crazy. Chase turned back to the bridge, but stopped when he heard Kat’s heart flat line. He turned as everything slowed. Everything moved impossibly slow - practically still.
Ricky frantically flipped her over, and tried to get Katerina’s heart to start beating again. That last hit must’ve really messed things up. Ricky grabbed the portable defibrillator and charged it. “Clear!” Her body convulsed, but her heart didn’t start.
Chase was at her side before he realized he’d moved.
Ricky was begging. “Come on, damn it! I know you can do this. Just start it, I’ll do the rest.” If she heard him, there was no response.
“Clear.” 
Still no change.
“Again,” Chase demanded.
“I don’t know if her body can take it,” Ricky said.
He refused to give up. “Do it!”
Ricky shocked her heart one more time. Still, the monitor flat lined. Chase went to a drawer, grabbed a syringe, and filled it full of pure, undiluted adrenaline. He gave it to Ricky not trusting himself with the accuracy required at the moment. Ricky stabbed her directly in the heart with it, and injected the entire dose straight into her system.
There was a brief moment of silence, and then the monitor beeped. Her blood pressure climbed, too quickly, but it didn’t matter. She was alive, it worked. Chase let out a breath he hadn’t known he was holding.
“Go,” Ricky said softly. “I can take it from here.”
Chase looked up at him, nodded, and ran towards Command.
***
Ricky was left alone with his patient.
He hooked Katerina up to a few IVs, one was pain killers, and one was blood he’d cloned to replenish what she’d lost. He examined her wound closely. He could see pieces of her spine through all the skin and muscle. The blood looked like it was clotting again. Her spine seemed to be intact; no fractures or breaks. He injected broad spectrum antibiotics just in case. All he had to do was clean it up, and sew the wound closed. When he was finished sewing her up, Ricky made sure she was stable. For the moment it looked like they were out of the woods.
He took a blood sample, prepared a slide, and put it under the microscope lens. It was the first time he used his old microscope instead of letting the machines run the tests.
Wolfe’s voice came over the intercom. “Entering hyperspace.”
The ship shuddered and Ricky held on as his stomachs felt like they were being pulled through his navel. He stumbled over to Katerina as the ship took the beating. Ricky checked her vitals - her heart rate was climbing. All he could do was hold on and pray. Ricky felt when they left hyperspace, and watched as her heart slowly went down to a more normal pace and stabilized. He waited a few seconds, but she didn’t regress. 
Ricky went back to his microscope. He watched through the lens as her red blood cells morphed, changed, and increased the hemoglobin, making the new blood stronger. Kat’s blood had a white blood cell count that went through the roof. The cells just ate through all of the bacteria that could’ve caused infection. She had a stem cell count through the roof. There shouldn’t be that many at her age as a human. Then he watched as the stem cells morphed into more red blood cells. A process he was sure they were doing in her body now. Morphing into more muscle cells, and replacing the lost skin tissue.
They’re what repaired her system so quickly, and they were vicious. The stem cells healed at a rate he’d never seen before. Ricky looked over at Katerina, and saw her staring at him.
“How bad is it?” she asked. What’s happening to me?
He swallowed. “Not bad,” he tried to reassure her.
Ricky destroyed the evidence with bleach, and permanently deleted the automatic downloads in the computer. 
“How are you feeling?” he asked.
“Like crap,” she replied. She winced in pain as she shifted. Oh god, it hurts.
Ricky tried to ignore the pain in her thoughts, but it was difficult. There wasn’t anything else he could do for her. He’d injected painkillers, and it would take time for them to work. 
“I’m going to need those clothes,” he told her. Ricky grabbed all of the blood soaked articles and tossed them in the toxic waste bin. Somehow he needed to get the ones Wolfe was wearing as well. He soaked everything with bleach. There was nothing he could do about the blood she’d left on the base.
Kat nodded as she watched him. I’m in deep shit if he’s destroying evidence. Her thoughts were quiet as they tangled around the room like smoke.
“Nothing to worry about, doll,” Ricky told her. “I’ll get Wolfe – let him see with his own eyes that you’re all right.” 
Ricky left, knowing he had to find a better solution. No one could know; no one could be trusted with this secret. He wasn’t even sure about the captain; even though Chase had secrets, it might not be safe to tell him.




 
I watched Ricky leave, knowing he was just trying to make me feel better. The look on his face said it all. You don’t just destroy everything my blood touched for no reason. He was taking precautions, and ruining any evidence that I might not be an average human.
A blanket covered everything from my waist down, and nothing was allowed to touch my back for a long while. I lay on my stomach, feeling light-headed and groggy from the drugs in my system. Somehow, Ricky managed to take off everything but my underwear without waking me up. I really hoped he hadn’t thrown my boots out. The last thing I remembered before I passed out was John carrying me up the stairs when a blast knocked us down. I rested my head on my folded arms. I wondered how long it would take me to heal this time.
“Katerina?”
I looked up to see Wolfe peering around the corner. 
“Hey,” I croaked. My throat felt dry and itchy.
“How are you?” He asked, stepping into the room.
“Better, now that I can’t feel much.”
He looked at me in horror. “You’re paralyzed?”
I gave him a weird look. “What? No, I’m talking about the pain killers.”
“Oh, thank God,” he muttered, falling into the chair next to my berth. His head fell into his hands. “I was so worried,” he said. “You have no idea what Donnelly’s capable of. I should’ve known better and kept you away from him. Now he won’t stop looking for you to get his revenge. This is all my fault.”
I didn’t quite know what to do. “It’s not your fault,” I tried to reassure him. “You couldn’t have known he’d be there. You warned me this would be dangerous. There was no way to know Donnelly would be the one you’d run into.” 
The soldier was gone, and in his place was a vulnerable man whom for some reason felt responsible for what happened to me. I couldn’t let him think that when it wasn’t true.
“I never would’ve left without you,” I told him.
He looked up at me. There weren’t words to describe what I saw in his eyes just then. “I would never forgive myself if you hadn’t made it,” Wolfe said.
I almost reached out for his hand to try and comfort him, but I wasn’t sure I should. I cleared my throat instead. “What about the men following us?” I asked.
“We lost them when we went through hyperspace,” he said. 
We stared at each other for a few moments. I felt like I should say thank you, or….something else meaningful, but I didn’t know how to do it right. 
“You should make sure Ricky looks at your cuts,” I said. His wrists were still mangled and untreated. 
Wolfe stood up. “I’ll be fine,” he said. “Don’t worry about me.”
He didn’t look too stable, so I commed Ricky. “Maybe you should come back. Captain looks like he might pass out.”
“On my way,” Ricky replied.
“I told you I’m fine,” Wolfe said. He walked towards the door, but stumbled. Ricky appeared out of thin air, and managed to grab him before he fell.
“Good catch,” I said. “You made it here fast.”
Ricky hefted the captain on the infirmary berth next to mine. “I was already on my way back; he didn’t look too good.”
“Is he all right?” I asked. “There were a lot of really deep cuts on his chest and back.”
Ricky ‘tsked’ as he cut away the shirt.
“You should check for internal injuries, and his wrists and ankles. He’s beaten pretty badly.” I closed my eyes, laying my head back down on my arms. I was really tired.
“You should sleep,” Ricky suggested. “I’ll find everything and make sure he’s okay.” 
“He went to that base because of me,” I murmured. “I will never forget what he’s done for my brother and me.”
“You should tell him that.”
I nodded in agreement, and drifted off. Sleep whisked the pain away with my consciousness. 
***
When I woke up, I was alone. Wolfe wasn’t on his bed and Ricky seemed to be elsewhere. I shifted, feeling the pull of my skin trying to knit back together. It hurt, and it felt disgusting; like someone using a needle and thread to sew my skin back together. I reached back to try and feel the wound, but my hand was slapped away.
“Don’t you dare,” Wolfe said. He sat on his berth and glared at me.
I guess he’d just been in the bathroom. “How’re you feeling?” I asked, deflecting his attention from my back. I hoped it was mostly covered. I didn’t want him to be the first person, other than Ricky, to see how fast it healed.
“Better,” he said. 
I wasn’t surprised that he didn’t go into details. He probably thought it would make him seem weak, so I let it go.
“I’m glad,” I mumbled into my arms. “If it weren’t for John, I don’t know how well we would’ve made it out of there, if at all. I guess I misjudged him.”
Wolfe watched me. It seemed he could understand my mutterings. “I’m thankful he was there to help,” he replied. 
He looked away from me and checked his bandages. “I’m sorry for what Donnelly did to you, I feel responsible. He would’ve left you alone if it weren’t for me,” he said it so quietly, I could barely hear him.
I looked at him and saw the same thing I’d seen earlier: a bottomless pain, and something akin to self-loathing. He had no idea how much of what happened didn’t bother me. We all had something that was going to bite us in the ass eventually.
“Wolfe.” He didn’t respond. “Chase,” I said, getting his attention. “Don’t be dumb. You were on that base because of me, because of my stupid brother and his stupid puzzles. It was my fault that you were hurt. If it weren’t for you, I’d be lost, dead, or worse. So get over yourself. We did get something out of that mess.”
“Will you ever forgive me?” He asked.
I felt like he wasn’t listening to me. “Yes, because there’s nothing to forgive; I don’t blame you. We’re teammates, and I have a feeling that we’re going to get into more messes,” I said. I smiled a little, and slowly pulled the necklace over my head. “Because of this.”
I held the necklace out to him. The crystal caught the light, and the glowing inscriptions threw blue shadows against the walls. The shape itself was beautiful, uncut, and naturally the shape of a pencil with flat sides, and the end cut off into a rough point as if someone had broken it off its main piece.
Wolfe carefully took it from me, and inspected the inscriptions. “I’ve never seen an inscribed crystal this shape. How’re you going to read it?” he asked. He came over and gently placed it over my head.
“John told me there’s a reader on the planet we’re supposed to be going to, the one that has your Brisingamen.”
He sat back down, and frowned. “How does he know where it is, when we don’t even know?”
I shrugged. “Get this – the name of the planet is Asgard.”
Wolfe’s eyes widened. “I’ve been doing some reading. Asgard is the planet of the Gods, right?”
“Yup,” I answered. “It should be an interesting trip.”
“I’m looking forward to it.” Wolfe grabbed his shirt and boots. “But I want you to heal first.”
“You’re one to talk,” I said, as I watched him get dressed.
“I didn’t get shot by a pulse rifle,” he retorted. “All I need is a good night’s sleep, and I can do that in my own bed.”
He left, leaving me alone. I stared at the clear crystal Ricky put on his desk when he saved it from my pants. I wished he was there to put it in the reader so I could watch the recording.
“At your service, madam,” Ricky said, appearing at the door to the infirmary like magic. “I’ll even let you watch it on your own.”
“Thank you,” I said, not even questioning how he knew. It was something I was getting used to.
Ricky put the crystal from Kris in the reader. “Let me know if you need anything.” 
I waved my hand in front of the viewer. The display showed, and when I looked up, I was alone again. It was just me in the silent infirmary.
I tapped play – and looked straight into my own eyes.
“Kris,” I breathed. 
“Hey, baby sis.” 
I knew it was a recording, but I couldn’t help responding. “Hey, big bro.” My chest constricted, and tears pricked my eyes. I blinked them back so I could get a better look at my twin. 
His face was still a male mirror of my own, but it had lines I didn’t recognize. A scar marred the shape of his left eyebrow. It looked like it’d been a cut to the bone, still an angry purple-red. He must’ve acquired it recently. His skin was tan and weathered, but what surprised me the most was the way his eyes looked out at the world. They were pained, calculating, and wise, all at the same time. I wondered what he’d see in mine.
“It’s been almost three years now,” he began. I felt sick; so much time had passed. “I got into a bit of trouble, somehow acquired a cause, and they have my name on a flag. I’ve been trying to get back to Earth, to get to you, and to get you out of there alive,” he paused. “But they probably would’ve shot me on sight.” 
I had no idea what was going on, but my twin had been alone for three years? Here I was whining about a few weeks. I guess the difference was that he knew where I was.
Kris continued. “I don’t know when or if you’ll ever get this, but I update it every few months. John is very reliable, proven by the fact that you’re watching this. I have to warn you: don’t ever let someone conduct medical tests on you, and don’t let them take your blood. Don’t let them know you’re anything but human. Which you are, I promise.”
There was a prickle of fear at his words, and I remembered Ricky dousing my blood with bleach. 
“I still don’t even know the extent of it,” Kris said. “But it’s the reason we’re alive now, why we are here in this time. I’m not sure what the purpose is yet, but I’m working on finding out.”
I could barely breathe, my face was wet, and it was like waking up in this terrifying new world all over again. Why wasn’t he letting me near him? I had so many questions that a recording wouldn’t be able to answer.
“That crystal I gave you is a way to communicate with me directly, but it only works on Asgard. Maybe we could meet up if it was safe, but it would have to be planned carefully. It’s a lot more dangerous out here than I anticipated. My cause, which I can’t mention on this recording for safety reasons, is against everything they want.”
He sighed, running his hand through his hair. It was like he knew he was rambling, but had to say more. “I know you probably hate me right now if you’ve gotten this far, and I’m sorry. I’m just desperately trying to keep you safe from things I don’t even want you to know about. Just do me a favor and stay alive? Hopefully I’ll see you again soon, baby sis.” He winked. “By the way, congrats on the win, Ms. Wolfe.”
His signal ended with that cocky smile of his.
I hated him. 
I missed him. 
More than anything I wanted to believe that there was a perfectly good reason he was so secretive. He’d left me, and now he was stringing me along. No answers in the stupid recording other than some vague explanation.
I closed my eyes and heaved a huge sigh. My twin had a reason, he said, and I had to trust his judgment. When I reached the end of the trail I’d have all the answers, and we’d be together again – a family again.
I’d find this planet, I’d find Brisingamen, I’d find the crystal reader, and I’d find Kris. 
I had to.
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