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Kris looked at a picture of Katerina. It was taken at a time when she was happy and alive. For all he knew, she might be dead by now. His plan to get help, and then come back to get her had completely backfired.
When he’d woken up, she was still sleeping. Frozen; she looked like an ice princess from one of his video games. All of the monitors said she was still alive, her heart still beating, but still he worried. 
After he’d reached the outside world Kris realized he was completely unprepared. He’d gotten into a mess of trouble and somehow ended up off-planet. He couldn’t come back, and had to get a friend to leave her the ‘P.S.’ on his note.
Kris rolled over in his berth and lay on his stomach. Somehow, he had to get back to Katerina, but he didn’t wasn’t sure how to do that. She could still be asleep, or awake somewhere and he’d never know. 
She could even be dead.
His trail of breadcrumbs was a last resort. It was the only way he could lead her to him from so far away. Kris only hoped that when she woke, she could forgive him. 
He put the picture aside and tried to get some sleep.
 




 
The cemetery was dark with no traces of the sun left in the sky. The only lights came from the city. They sparkled like a thousand diamonds. I looked up and saw heavy, rain clouds.
I took one last look at my headstone and traced my name: Katerina Marie Anderson.
Suspended animation was only supposed to be temporary. Two years max. The drug Hope supposedly working to fight my leukemia as I slept. Sleeping for five hundred years was never part of the plan.
My twin brother, Kristopher was out there somewhere, and I had to do whatever was necessary to find him. Part of me wished he’d never agreed to join me in the experiment to cure his own cancer. He could’ve lived out a normal life in 2016, even if it was without me. But as twins, we had a special bond. I knew he never would’ve forgiven himself if he hadn’t undergone the procedure, and thought I’d died in the earthquake.
Now it was 2512, and I was so grateful he’d chosen to do it with me. If he hadn’t, I would have been completely alone in this new time, this new Earth, and I don’t think I would have been able to survive without the hope that he was out there somewhere, waiting for me. 
The night seemed darker than I remembered. Maybe I should get going, but I had nowhere to go while I waited for daybreak. I doubted the Wolfegang took on new passengers after a certain time. Were there curfews? I had no way to prove who I was, or where I was from. I could get myself arrested for breaking a law I didn’t even know existed.
I felt completely lost.
I turned my face up to the sky as it started to rain, I loved the rain. One by one, the drops kissed my skin, then the sky opened up, and the rain began to pour. I tried to let it wash away everything that had happened, everything that I learned after I crawled out of that dark and dirty hole that used to be a hospital.
I ran my fingers through my soaking wet hair, moving the strands so they didn’t fall in my eyes. Licking my lips, I could taste the sweetness. It was as if the air around the city was purified; the water was cleaner than anything I’d tasted before.
I looked darkly at the car I’d stolen. If L.A. had clean air, then I couldn’t pretend; I couldn’t forget. I almost laughed. I never would’ve dreamed that L.A. could be free from the smog and acid rain. 
I looked around the cemetery one last time before I left. I couldn’t bring myself to say good-bye to my mother. I couldn’t even think about how alone she must have been when she thought Kris and I were gone.
I quickly got in the car and turned the ignition. At least I could drive around and try to get things done. I didn’t think I would be sleeping that night.
The car made no noise as it drove through the city like a ghost. The rain pattered softly against the windshield. I watched as people and buildings passed by in a blur. There was nothing I could really focus on. The world felt surreal. 
My first errand was to exchange my old cash for something I could actually use. Banks might accept my money, or they might not. They might flag me and arrest me for using fake money or question me to find out where it came from. But I had to try. Otherwise, I’d never be able to purchase passage on the Wolfegang. If I couldn’t get on that ship, I would never be able to go off-planet and look for my twin.
The GPS displayed across the windshield, locating all banks in a two mile radius. The path lit up on the dashboard like something out of Tron. I followed the neon green path, and arrived at the nearest bank quickly, and then parked where the GPS directed me to. I shook my head, I had the car on manual, but it still felt like the it was telling me what to do. Future technology was something I’d only thought about when I watched a movie, or played a video game. The weirdest thing was that the technology was exactly like those games, and movies. 
I stepped out of the car, and saw I was alone on the street. But there were lights on in the bank. Cautiously, I entered the establishment.
A bored-looking teller stood behind a glass booth. “Can I help you?” she asked.
I stepped up to the window. The cash was in a bag slung over my shoulder. “Yes,” I answered. “I received an inheritance, but it’s in outdated cash. Can I exchange it?”
She didn’t even blink. “Fill out this paperwork, and we’ll exchange it for credits. How would you like them?”
I looked around. There was no one in the building except for me and the teller. I didn’t know if credit was universal or specific to each planet. Telling her where I was traveling was the safest way to make sure I received the right money. 
“I’m going to Anarkia. If I could have it in a form that is easy to travel with, that would be great,” I said.
Anarkia was the last recorded place my brother had been. It was a small chance, but I would take what little luck I could get. Kris had made it extremely difficult for anyone to find him. He was a smart little turd; I had to give him that.
She swiped her hand over the glass wall and forms displayed themselves in front of me. “Declare the bills, and we’ll deposit the total amount on a credit chip.”
I signed over the money, using my finger on the glass. They didn’t ask for any I.D. or anything, only a signature and my name. I felt ridiculous using my finger to sign, but handed her my bag anyway. The teller’s eyes widened as she saw exactly how much money I had on me.
 “An inheritance you said?” She weighed the bills, and then put them somewhere under her desk.
 Nosy.
 “Yes, my grandfather was unusual,” I tried to explain. “He didn’t trust authorities.” I shifted my weight from foot to foot. The faster I was out of there, the better. 
 She didn’t respond, but handed me my credit chip with the amount on it. 
The numbers meant nothing to me. I had no concept of how much credits were worth. Maybe if I found a gas station and saw how much a gallon of gas was, I could guess at the inflation. Assuming fossil fuels were still used.
I thanked her and left before she could ask me any more questions. The car was still where I’d left it. I got in and the sound of the rain quieted against the thick glass windows.
My hair was drenched, and I let the water drip onto my lap, soaking into my suit. I couldn’t feel the water or the cold air on my skin. That bothered me a little bit. It made me want to get out of the stupid suit as soon as possible, but I resisted the urge to just rip it off. I gripped the steering wheel so tightly the skin over my knuckles turned white. 
I needed to chill out before I did something stupid. I turned the ignition and felt the engine come to life, then put it in gear and drove.
I typed in
a request, and the display above the dashboard showed me the nearest shopping centers. I had to get out of what I was wearing and get some supplies for my trip. 
The GPS took me to the mall on La Cahuenga in Beverly Hills. A sign said it had been renovated in 2303 to the exact plans of the original Beverly Hills Center in the early millennia. Great… My mall was now a museum. 
Everything appeared to still be open. There were people milling around the mall and all the lights were on. Maybe luck was with me, and everything was open 24/7. If that were true, I wouldn’t have to sleep in the car. Maybe the Wolfegang was taking passengers on throughout the night. I took a deep breath, thankful that I wouldn’t be out on the streets longer than I had to.
I had no idea what the new style in apparel was, but I didn’t really care. As long as I was comfortable and blended in. I walked into the closest store that had what I assumed were women’s clothes and just started grabbing what caught my eye. It wasn’t a very effective method, but it got the job done. The saleslady gave me a weird look but mostly ignored me. I quickly tried everything on. I really didn’t have the patience, but I didn’t know what my size was anymore, so I couldn’t just grab and go.
As soon as I was satisfied with what I had, I brought it all to the counter and paid for it. People watched me, and I wasn’t sure why. Why was I attracting their attention? I wanted to get away from all the stares. I took my things and found the nearest bathroom. I changed into a pair of black, skin-tight pants, a belt, a blue t-shirt that hugged every curve, and a black motorcycle jacket. I slipped the knee-high boots on and zipped them up. Immediately, I felt better.
I walked out of the stall and took a quick look at my reflection.
I almost smiled as I lifted the giant mass of my brown hair and twisted it up and out of my face. I traced the shadows under my eyes. My irises were a dark, stormy grey today. I could almost see the clouds roiling in them. I grabbed the lipstick I had bought and slicked the bruised purple over my full, bee-stung lips. 
Satisfied with the slight color the lipstick brought to my ghost-white skin, I grabbed all my things and left. I stopped at a store on the way out. I bought the newest laptop – or what was the equivalent to a laptop. The guy called it a ‘mini’ or ‘mini-computer.’ And this was somehow different than a ‘flex.’ – and the newest encyclopedia software I could find. I had a lot of catching up to do, and the guy was nice enough to upload it for me. 
Once I reached the car, I programmed the GPS to find the docks. I needed to ditch the car soon. Hopefully, I had enough time to drop my stuff off at the ship first. The GPS took me through Santa Monica and then south, down the Pacific Coast Highway. I arrived at what used to be Long Beach. The whole city had been turned into a collection of docks, shipyards, and interplanetary travel ports. No more cute restaurants or beach houses.
I drove slowly as I passed each dock, until I reached number four and parked. I stood there, hands on my hips as I looked around. The docks were incredibly busy for a late night; a good sign for me.
As I watched ships dock and leave, I wondered what jet lag was like after a trip to a different planet. I could only imagine how confusing things would be. Maybe they kept only one time in space, with planets had their own local time. It was too much to even think about. I’d figure out how it worked later.
I walked slowly through the crowd. Hundreds of people bustled around, heading from place to place. There were men loading cargo, passengers getting their tickets, and ships taking off in a roar or landing with a shudder. 
And the smells—there were so many of them. I felt like I’d had a cold my whole life up until now. I could smell the odor of a hundred bodies pressed together, human musk, perfumes, and colognes all mixed with oil and fire, the ships, the smell of sharp steel, the ocean, and spices from the cargo with a hint of rich coffee. Underneath it all was a smell that was very…other. Nothing I could ever describe. 
Through the chattering voices, someone’s voice cut through the din and spoke to me with hardly more than a whisper. “You looking for passage?”
I suppressed the urge to jerk away. I didn’t like that he’d gotten so close without me noticing. 
“Yes.” I didn’t turn to face him. I didn’t want him to see how much he’d startled me, and continued to watch the chaos around me. 
“Do you know where you’re headed?” His voice sounded like honey and oranges.
“I do.” I turned. “I’m…” My jaw dropped, and I just gaped. I couldn’t have said anything even if I tried.
I stared into the golden, honey-brown eyes of a man with mocha skin. It had an almost orange tint to it. He was a few inches shorter than me. But that wasn’t what had me speechless. It was his bright orange hair and a distinctive ‘other’ to his bone structure. His eyes were shaped like a cat’s, and each of his teeth were slightly pointed. He had the air of someone loyal, someone both trusting and trustworthy; someone who would follow you to the ends of the universe and back without question.
He also had that smell, that other smell. It was kind of spicy-sweet, and his personal scent had a citrus tang.
“Are you—?”
He smiled shyly and answered before I could finish asking. “Yes.”
“Oh.” My voice sounded tiny. I guess that answered my earlier question. Aliens… and they were nice. I felt very small and insignificant. 
“So, Anarkia?” he asked.
I was still shocked, but not too distracted to realize I’d never said where I was going. 
“Yes,” I answered in a whisper. 
“Let’s go ahead and file the paperwork. You’ll be sailing on the Wolfegang.” 
I nodded and trailed after him. So he happened to be working on the ship I intended to book passage on? I wondered what the odds of that were. How did he know I was looking for his ship? 
I pushed away my questions when I saw how large the Wolfegang was. I was glad he found me. It could’ve taken me forever to find it.
The Wolfegang wasn’t quite as big as the others, but you could tell by its aerodynamic shape that it was fast. There was a small table just outside the ship with a square piece of glass or plastic laying on it.
He picked up the glass and tapped the surface. It displayed forms I had to fill out, just like at the bank. “Just fill out the paperwork on the flex and sign at the bottom. Passage will be 300 credits.” He sat there, waiting for me, an innocent grin on his face. It seemed at odds with his deadly, sharp-looking teeth.
So that’s what a flex was. I signed on the dotted line and handed over the chip with the credits on it. Was it like a tablet or something?
He entered the chip into the flex and then handed it back to me. “Excellent, this will be a fun trip.” He grinned. “Let’s get your bags.”
We went back to the car and grabbed my sea trunk. 
“By the way, I’m Ricky,” he said, taking the trunk and lifting it onto his shoulder like it weighed nothing.
“Uh… Nice to meet you,” I said, but he was already walking back to the ship. I jerked into action, running to catch up with him.
“I’ll introduce you to the rest of the crew, and then I will show you to your room,” he said over his shoulder. I followed him up into the cargo bay through the rear hatch doors.
I had no idea how old he was just by looking at him. His skin was smooth, and there were no age marks that I could see – no wrinkles on his face, or grey in his hair. He couldn’t have been more than five-foot-five, but he was stocky and strong. I could see the definition of his muscles through his plain t-shirt. He wore coveralls that were unzipped to the waist, and the sleeves were tied around his middle. I couldn’t stop staring at him. 
I followed as he led me through big, metal doors and into the cargo bay. We went up three flights of stairs to what I thought might be the main part of the ship.
I was even more amazed at Ricky. His muscles didn’t account for the fact that he barely broke stride, despite the heavy and awkward trunk he was carrying like a bag of flour. It probably weighed almost two hundred pounds, but there wasn’t a drop of sweat on him, and it blew my mind.
“Who is this?” a sharp, cold voice asked. It cracked through the air like a whip.
I looked up. And up. From the combat boots to the rifle over her shoulder, she was every inch the warrior. And she towered over me. I was not short at five-foot-eight, and she loomed over me. She had to be at least six-foot-three, if not taller. There was that smell of other about her, but with a lavender spray instead of citrus. Not only that, but her eyes… I’d never seen any eyes like that. 
Otherwise, she looked very human – beautifully human. 
She had blonde hair and pale skin. She was tall and slim. There were delicate muscles in her arms, shoulders, and legs, like a dancer, but she shouldered that fifty-caliber rifle with ease. I couldn’t get over her eyes. They were the palest of violet, outlined by a shade of purple just a tad darker. Violet freckles framed her eyes and bled sweetly into her hairline. There was a smattering of freckles across her cheeks that were a lighter shade of violet, almost lost in her pale skin. She could have been Miss Universe with a gun. That is, if she ever smiled.
Ricky seemed oblivious to her cold demeanor. “This is Katerina, our new passenger,” he said in an excited voice.
“Make sure she meets the captain,” was all she said before she stalked off. 
“Of course, of course.” Ricky rolled his eyes. “That was Celeste, the first mate. She doesn’t like you very much. But she doesn’t like anyone new.”
I blinked. I wasn’t sure how to take such a blunt statement said with so much innocent joy. 
We went down a hall and passed a bunch of doors that could have been crew quarters, then across a bridge that hung over the cargo bay, and then into another hall that was almost identical to the last one. 
“This room will be yours. You’re first, so you get the biggest one,” Ricky said, grinning at me. He keyed in a four-digit code, and the door slid open, just like in the movies. “This is it,” he said. He placed my trunk gently on the floor. 
I stepped in and looked around.
It was a good-sized room. There was a full bed in the center, a small bathroom just off the main door, a small closet, a desk, and a small chest of drawers. It was rather cozy. I liked the room and could see myself getting comfortable there.
“I’ll leave you to it, miss. I’ll fetch you as soon as the captain is ready for you.” He disappeared without another word. The door shushed behind him, and I was left all alone.
The first mate made me nervous. Why would she need a weapon like that on a cargo ship? What were they doing? Were they hiding from something, like I was, or was it much worse than that?
Regardless, such people wouldn’t allow passengers onboard their ship without some way to monitor them. If they were doing something illegal, a passenger couldn’t just walk in on them doing it. 
I could see the legitimacy of passengers though. It made perfect sense. Take on some cargo – perhaps illegal, perhaps not – and transport passengers. Never very many, but enough to keep wandering eyes looking elsewhere. It was brilliant.
I admired their strategy on a professional level, but I didn’t feel comfortable being watched. I needed to see if there was something in my room that would monitor my actions. 
Outside of my room, I didn’t necessarily care, but inside… I needed somewhere that was private, where I could spend my time… freaking out, or whatever else.
I counted to five, then to ten. No sounds and no footsteps outside. I pushed the trunk to the foot of the bed and jumped on top of it. I felt around the light and found the screw. I quickly undid it. Gently lifting the glass off and set it down. Wrapped around the light was a tiny camera, no bigger than a freckle. I stared at it as I thought. I wasn’t sure how much time I had before someone noticed what I was doing, but I couldn’t just get rid of it; they would either kick me off the ship or replace it.
I got off the trunk and opened it. There were my clothes, the new equipment I’d purchased – which I still needed to learn how to operate – and my trinkets and memories from the life I had before this new one. I gently put aside one of my pictures and took out my case of cosmetics. There had to be something in there I could use to distort the camera feed.
I eyed a bottle of lotion. That could work. I put a dab on my finger and then climbed on top of my trunk again. I reached as high as I could and smeared the lotion over the lens of the camera. They would still be able to see general shapes and movement, but there would be no detail whatsoever. 
I put the glass back on the light and stepped down. With that done, I wondered if I could somehow access their security system. 
There was a desk in my room. If there were a computer or something in the room, it should’ve been there. All the tech around me so far, had been activated by touch, or motion. I waved my hand over the desk, feeling like an idiot. A keyboard popped up, but it was a hologram across the surface of the desk. It asked me to login. The system had to be directly interfaced with the ship. Or at least I assumed it was.
I logged in as a guest and took a quick tour of the programs that were available to me. There wasn’t much aside from a notebook program and the internet. Then I went into the system network and viewed all connections. Everything was connected to the ship’s mainframe. I tapped on that, but was denied access. Maybe if I went in from another portal? 
I logged out of the computer and saw that there was a list of users. I didn’t even bother trying the captain’s. I clicked on Celeste’s profile, but it asked me for a code. I exited out of that one and tried Ricky’s profile. No code required. The computer logged right in, the poor, trusting soul.
I ran through the same programs until I found the ship’s mainframe, and then I tried again. I had instant access with Ricky’s profile.
I could see through every camera in the ship. There weren’t as many as I suspected. There was one in each passenger’s quarters, a total of four. There were also two in the cargo bay. Another one was listed in the weapons room, one in the engine room, and one in the galley. 
My foot jiggled nervously as I kept an eye out for movement on the video feed. The camera in my room was blurry, exactly as I’d hoped. 
Yes, I was paranoid, and yes, I knew it. I figured with a captain who hired scary soldiers as first mates, he had to be ex-military or something, and therefore, just as paranoid as I was. Too bad this was the only ship heading to Anarkia.
One last thing before I felt better about my new surroundings. I went further into the security files through Ricky’s profile and found all the passcodes for the doors. I opened the file for the door to my quarters and created a new passcode with five digits instead of four.
I was extremely lucky. They probably hadn’t updated their system in a long time, and because of that, there were holes that anyone with half a mind could find in the security.
I blew a piece of hair out of my eyes. They should have been more careful with whoever they hired, or learned the system themselves. It didn’t pay to be lazy or cheap. 
I noticed that Celeste had left the weapons room. I kept an eye on her. For all her beauty, I didn’t trust that woman one bit. I wasn’t stupid. I could tell she seriously disliked me for whatever reason she’d concocted. My paranoia told me to watch my back before there was a knife in it.
Celeste was now on Command. I slid my finger up on the audio until it was maxed.
“Captain, I don’t trust her.” Celeste’s honey-sweet voice was sharp as razors and made my ears want to bleed. “There is something not right about her.” 
A man who I assumed was the captain shrugged amiably. “I didn’t pick up anything unusual about her.” 
So they were monitoring me. 
The captain looked like he wasn’t much older than twenty-five. “Celeste, she’s just another passenger. In a few weeks, she’ll be gone, just like the rest of them. If it makes you feel better you can keep an eye on her, but don’t overdo it,” he warned. 
Oh, great. I had the beauty queen on my ass now. I watched the captain move around the controls with ease.
Ricky walked in. “She’s settled in her room, Captain.”
“Good, now go fetch her. I’m ready to meet this girl that displeases you so much, Celeste,” the captain said. 
I didn’t know the man at all, but it almost sounded like he was trying not to laugh at her.
Ricky and Celeste left Command and were headed my way. Shit. They were moving far quicker than I’d anticipated. I looked around and wondered what would happen if Celeste found me elbow deep in their security system. I’d find out quickly enough if I didn’t move my ass.
 




 
I frantically looked around the room. I had to distract them somehow.
 I logged out of Ricky’s profile and then powered down my console while I counted seconds in my head. I threw my cosmetics in the trunk at fifteen seconds. Another shirt was out at twenty-five. I closed and locked the trunk at thirty.
I unlocked the door and yanked off my shirt at forty-two. Ricky and Celeste walked in at forty-six. Forty-six seconds was how long it took them to get from Command to my room. I figured it might be handy to know that.
“Can I help you?” I yelled, pretending I was shocked. I moved to cover myself up.
Celeste glared while Ricky looked stunned. I almost smirked at his reaction. He backed up quickly and tried to turn, running right into the doorframe. He sputtered and turned around, mumbling an apology. Celeste got over her initial… whatever, and stared me down coolly. 
I don’t think I fooled her; but only made her more suspicious. It didn’t look like she knew why though.
I crossed my arms over my chest. “Do you like what you see?” I snapped, my eyes narrowing.
“Get dressed,” she said sharply. “Captain Wolfe is waiting for you.” She left the room abruptly.
“Uh, I’ll wait out here for you,” Ricky called. His back was to the room, and I saw him shift his weight uncomfortably before the door shushed closed. 
I took a deep breath. That was far too close. I put on a simple black top, and let my hair fall down my back and around my face. I didn’t need to change shirts; I just needed to distract them from my snooping.
I kind of felt bad for Ricky since he was so nice, but he’d be too shocked to think of questioning what I‘d been doing. It was Celeste I was worried about.
“It’s okay now, Ricky. You can come in.” I tapped the pad to open the door.
He peeked over his shoulder before he turned around fully. Something passed over his face – relief maybe? The way he acted, it was like he was very, very young… or he found me disgusting. I couldn’t tell which, but our physiology couldn’t be that different. He could pass for human if he kept his mouth closed over those killer teeth. I wondered about those.
“Let’s go then,” he said. 
I followed him out the door, across the walkway that hung over the cargo bay, down the hall, and up a few steps to the command room. 
Wolfe was facing the window with his back to us, his hands clasped behind his back. “Welcome aboard, Katerina. It’s Katerina, correct?” he asked as he turned around.
The man who stood before me looked remarkably familiar, and he was very good-looking, I thought, before guilt and grief over Kevin squashed it. 
Kevin, the man I was in love with when I’d undergone the procedure. The man who said he’d wait for me, who said we would start our lives together once I woke up. But he was long dead now.
The realization knocked the breath out of me, and I was left gasping for air. I wanted to take it all back.
“Katerina?”
“Uh… Yes, but you can just call me Kat,” I replied, and struggled to remember how breathing worked.
“Well, Kat I was wondering…”
I watched the captain warily, appraising him as he spoke. His voice was deep, but he spoke softly. It didn’t rumble like Kevin’s did. Wolfe’s voice was almost coarse. His skin was a few shades lighter than Kevin’s, and his build was leaner rather than bulky. But his face was just as kind as Kevin’s had been. Aside from the captain’s green eyes, they could have been brothers. 
This man put me on edge. Everything about him made me want to let down my walls, to open up to him, to trust him—if only because of whom he reminded me of.
I really looked at him. Wolfe’s parents had to be mixed-race. Or even multiple generations of mixed races. Come to think of it, most humans I’d seen since waking up weren’t completely white, or black, or even Hispanic. The strongest racial trait I’d seen was Asian, and that probably had something to do with Japanese taking over the language culture.
Wolfe looked so familiar and welcoming. I wanted to hide in his arms and breathe him in. His resemblance to Kevin tortured me. I tried to focus on his eyes. The piercing green was nothing like the eyes of the man I’d loved and lost. 
“—is that right?” Captain Wolfe asked. 
Er…What had he just asked me? I could only imagine what he must be thinking.
“I’m sorry. Can you repeat that last bit?” I asked. I inwardly cringed. I didn’t want to leave a horrible first impression. This man was effectively going to control my life for the next few weeks.
He only smiled. It was patient and kind. I couldn’t tell if it was an act or not, but something deep inside me desperately wanted to believe in him. I was going to have to be very careful around Wolfe.
“Are you going to Anarkia for a vacation?” he repeated.
“Yes I am,” I finally answered. “I heard Anarkia has great beaches.” 
He smiled, and it lit up his whole face. I couldn’t help but smile back.
“I hope you enjoy your stay aboard the Wolfegang,” he said. His green eyes twinkled at me as he looked into my grey ones. 
Wolfe reminded me so much of Kevin that it hurt. It was also his mannerisms. Kevin was prickly on the outside, but in actuality, he was a big teddy bear. This man, Wolfe, gave me the same impression. Everything around him was harsh and unwelcoming, but when you finally met the man himself, he was nice and genuine. 
I wanted to know more about him, but the memories he brought out made it seem impossible. I looked away from him and down at my hands instead. 
Celeste materialized out of the shadows. I jerked back, my heart nearly jumping out of my chest. Damn, that girl was creepy.
“Shall I escort her back to her cabin?” she asked softly. That softness had a deadly edge to it.
Captain Wolfe glanced at her and nodded. “Yes, thank you.” He turned back to the window without another word. The stormy, grey clouds outside hid the view of the ocean.
If I didn’t know better, I’d think she was threatened by me. The thought made me want to laugh it was so ridiculous. 
Celeste grabbed my arm and pulled me out of the room, forcing me to follow her like a puppy. Ricky was close behind me, probably making sure she wasn’t going to off me in the shadows. I wasn’t sure why, but he seemed to have taken a personal interest in me. 
“Am I allowed off-ship?” I asked Celeste, yanking my arm out of her grip. 
“For what?” she demanded. 
“It’s personal.”
She pursed her lips, and I smiled. She was probably fighting the urge to hit me. “If you must, but be back by 0800.”
“Sure, whatever,” I said, waving my hand dismissively. Yes, she scared the shit out of me, but she didn’t need to know that.
I had to be back by eight that following morning. I glanced at the watch I had recently purchased. It was midnight. That should be enough time.
I left the same way I’d come, pressing the button to open the airlock, and cargo bay doors. I stepped down off of the loading platform and out into the rain. I headed back to the car. I had to get rid of it before the tracking device was activated. For all I knew, someone could be tracking it at that very moment.
The drops ran down my face and soaked my hair. It never rained this much when I was young. I laughed at the painful truth of that statement. Technically, I was 520 years old, and the world I was stuck in was never going to let me forget it.
I got in the car and sat there for a second. I sighed. This new life was hard, and everything reminded me of how alone I was. The only person I had was hiding somewhere in a universe I knew nothing about. Had he ever planned on coming back for me?
That thought kept popping up, and every time it did, the pieces of my broken heart cracked just a little bit more.
Maybe he’d only been gone for a little while and hadn’t expected me to wake up so soon. I’d keep telling myself that. There had to be a good reason he wasn’t there. I mean, he was my brother, my twin. I had to believe that.
The engine came to life and I put it in gear. The pitter-patter of the rain soothed me as I drove aimlessly. It didn’t matter where I drove, as long as it was away.
There was a sign in Japanese stating I was about to enter San Diego. I stopped on the side of the road and decided to ditch the car there. Dealing with another city wasn’t something I wanted to chance. 
Camp Pendleton was no longer there, just farms and a bullet train whizzing through it all. Everything between San Diego and L.A. was farmland now. It was so unlike the California I knew. I couldn’t look at the once-familiar landscape without being reminded of everything that had changed; everything I had lost.
I walked north. When I reached a refurbished callbox, I called for a taxi back to the ship. The rain drenched me as I stood there waiting. Dawn was only a few hours away. 
A yellow version of the car I’d left on the side of the road pulled up slowly. I got in and instructed the driver where to take me. It would be a long drive, but it was better than walking.
I leaned my head against the cool window and watched the rain run across the glass. My eyes closed and I realized just how exhausted I was. Everything that had happened since I woke up was starting to get to me, pushing against the mental walls I built to hold it all back.
An hour later, the taxi pulled in to the docks. I handed over the credit chip, and the taxi driver swiped it and gave it back, all without saying a word. I thanked him and stepped out of the car. 
I stretched as the taxi took off. My body was tight from sitting for so long. Pushing my hair back from my face, I looked around. The sky was still overcast, but it had stopped raining. There were puddles everywhere. I could smell the salty tang of the ocean in the air and hear the waves crashing in the distance.
The Wolfegang seemed so much easier to spot the second time. I saw an orange and brown figure standing against the backdrop of the ships. I jogged to catch up with him.
“Hey, Ricky! Wait up!” 
He turned, and when he recognized me, he smiled shyly and waved.
Something slammed against my back, and I fell to the ground, coughing and choking. The air was knocked out of me. What the hell was going on?
“Police! You are under arrest!” a man yelled. He grabbed my hands and wrenched them behind my back to cuff them.
How did they find me? Now of all times, why didn’t they just arrest me when I dumped the car? I tried to act innocent. “For what?” I yelled against the ground; pretending to be outraged wasn’t difficult. 
The cop pressed my face against the asphalt, scraping and tearing my skin. Water and oil soaked into my clothes and hair. If they took me in, they would find out I had no record. What would they do then? They’d think I was criminal and lock me away forever or something even worse. I had no idea what, a spy maybe? I couldn’t let that happen, I had to get away. 
I kicked back and felt my foot connect solidly. Something cracked, and a man screamed in pain. The pressure was gone; they lost hold of me. I jumped up and ran towards Ricky. He was already coming for me, but he still too far away to help. Another man, big and beefy, who had to be the other officer’s partner, caught me by the cuffs and threw me to the ground again. My shoulder wrenched, and I bit my lip against the pain. I tasted blood.
I rolled and gave the second man a roundhouse kick that landed squarely on his jaw. I didn’t have enough leverage to knock him out or even do much damage. I did manage to piss him off a great deal though.
The last thing I remembered was his huge, meaty fist coming for my face.




 
I sat in the interrogation room, waiting. I was annoyed. If they were arresting me for the car, then why was I in an interrogation room? Did they need me to confess? It all seemed a little strange. There had to be some sort of retinal scan that threw up some red flags on my lack of identification if it wasn’t there for the whole car thing. 
I tried not to panic. I could totally get out of this. All I had to do was sweet talk them into thinking I was a dumb girl who lost her license… or whatever I was supposed to have.
I waited for almost two hours before Officer Smith came in to do the preemptive paperwork. When he was done, he paged his partner, Officer Cromwell.
Officer Cromwell was a big, burly guy. One of his arms was the size of my torso. He could probably tear me in two.
“We want to know what connection you have with Captain Chase Wolfe.” His voice was so deep it made the air around him vibrate. I was impressed despite my automatic hatred for him.
Wolfe was the last thing I expected them to ask me about. They went to all that work to arrest me, but for none of the things I was actually guilty of. They wanted to know about the captain instead. My nerves went haywire, surely trying to warn me; the basic survival instinct kicking into overdrive. 
I knew nothing about this captain. At least if it was something I’d done I could answer their questions. “Well, I booked passage with him,” I replied. “I’ve never met him prior to today.”
“You’re sure?” the smaller one asked as he walked in, Smith.
“Positive. I actually have no idea why I’m here.” My hands felt constricted in the cuffs, and they jangled unpleasantly when I moved.
Why would they hunt me down for information on this guy? I was on that ship for barely an hour. Things must be worse for the Wolfegang than I’d originally thought. The authorities wanted them bad. 
“You have no identification, you aren’t in the system, and you recently went to the bank to exchange a large amount of cash for credits,” Cromwell stated. “It’s not possible to have nothing to identify you. This means you had it wiped somehow, most likely for criminal reasons. Oh, and you stole a car. Anything else I’m forgetting?”
Well, shit. They did know about my criminal activities, but somehow, they thought it was connected to this captain. What exactly had I gotten myself into? 
He threw down a flex that showed the stolen car report, the bank transactions, and my passage receipt.
 How had they gotten that so fast?
“You deposited five thousand dollars in cash. Where did you get it?”
“My grandfather left it for me.” At least that wasn’t a lie. I didn’t know what they wanted me to tell them, but they were so convinced that I knew something. How was I going to get them to understand?
Maybe if I played this cool enough they would just let me go. Though, I doubted it. Best-case scenario: I was thrown in a holding cell with a court date and no one to pay my bail. Worst-case scenario… I could only imagine what was legal for law enforcement now.
“Have you ever contacted Chase Wolfe prior to the purchase of your passage?” Smith asked me. 
“No.” Another truthful answer. I was getting lucky. I was also getting annoyed. I hated roundabout questions that were just the same question reworded. I already told him that I hadn’t.
“But you do know a Kristopher Anderson.”
Crap, I had a bad feeling about this. “Yes.” How could they possibly connect me to him? There were probably a million Kristopher Andersons in the world. 
“We arrested him a while back on assault charges and resisting arrest. Served time too.”
I didn’t say anything. I didn’t move or react in any way. He watched me, and it made me feel cagey.
“Why are you headed to the same planet that was his last known location?”
Damn, these guys were good. “Vacation.” I didn’t bother to elaborate.
Cromwell slammed his fist on the desk. I jumped about an inch off my chair. “Stop playing around! I know he’s your brother; the DNA we took when we processed you matches. Are you smuggling weapons to him? Are you working for him or Wolfe? Give me answers, damn it!” His fist left an impression in the table.
Shit. They matched our DNA? Well, that at least answered one of my questions but replaced it with only a thousand more. How the hell did he know all this? I’d only been around for a little more than a day. 
And what was he talking about? Weapons? What the hell was Kris up to now? Was he somehow connected to Wolfe?
 “What makes you think that I’m working for either of them?” I asked. 
“Government monitoring of data. You searched specifically for a high-priority name,” Smith replied.
How Big Brother of them. 
My hands started to shake. I tried to hide it by putting them in my lap. If I’d known that booking passage on the Wolfegang would raise so many government alarms, I would’ve avoided that ship like the plague.
Officer Cromwell leaned across the table until his face was no more than an inch from mine. “You’re going to tell me what I need to know, or I will hold you indefinitely, off-the-record.”
I watched him warily, like a rabbit watches a fox. “I have nothing to do with either of their criminal activities. I’ve never been off-planet before. I’ve had a really rough couple of days, and if I knew anything at all, I would tell you. Though, by the sound of it, if I did know anything, I probably wouldn’t be sitting here.” I tried to get him to understand. I was desperate for him to see the truth in my words. From the look on his face, he wasn’t buying it. It really didn’t matter what I said. He wouldn’t believe me.
I smiled at him; it wasn’t a pleasant smile. “I. Am. Taking. A. Vacation,” I said slowly, purposefully, knowing exactly how he’d react. I was already deep in the rabbit hole, and I was too pissed to care anymore.
He backhanded me. I tasted blood. The fear started to choke me. I was chained to a table with no escape. With a shaking hand, I wiped away the blood that was trickling down my lips. I couldn’t tell them what I didn’t know. And because of that, I had a feeling this wasn’t going to end well for me.
“Is that the best you can do?” I taunted, furious.
Cromwell couldn’t see the truth. He saw only what he wanted to see. 
I rubbed my cheek, trying to ease the pain, the metal cuffs jangled as I did so. “I haven’t seen my brother in years. Your tactics are useless.”
“You expect me to believe that?” he demanded. 
I simply smiled at him. I knew there was no way I could convince them otherwise. I was in such deep shit. I shook my head. “No, I really didn’t expect you to, but I was hoping, since it’s the truth.”
Apparently, that was the wrong thing to say. Cromwell grabbed me by the hair and dragged me out of the room. The cuffs anchored to the table literally ripped out, leaving cuts on my wrists from the force, and more blood seeped from my skin. 
My body was screaming at me for survival. I kicked and punched, desperately trying to get him to release me, but it wasn’t making a difference. Inwardly, I was terrified. What would they be allowed to do under the pretenses of the law? I tried to keep my face impassive, so he couldn’t know how much power he had over me.
Cromwell threw me into a cell, ripping a chunk of hair out as he did so. 
“I will get what I need from you one way or another,” he said.
I scrambled away from him, and put my back to the wall. I watched as he slammed the metal door, and left me in utter darkness.
***
I was in there for hours without food or water. I sat crossed-legged on the dirty mattress, waiting and focusing on keeping my heart rate as even as possible. Panicking wasn’t going to help, but I could feel it edging in around me. 
It was dark and cold in the cell. There were no windows to let light in. The pitch black of the room pressed against me until I felt like I was suffocating. How was I going to get myself out of this mess?
Ricky had seen me get arrested. Maybe he would try to help me get out of prison. Or maybe he didn’t care what happened to me. I had no idea what to think, and I didn’t want to hope he’d rescue me. If he never did, that disappointment would crush me into despair and apathy. I could never find a way to escape that feeling.
My hands were freezing. I put them under my shirt and cringed at their icy touch on my stomach. I originally thought the only secrets that were important were my own, but now I had authorities asking me about secrets I didn’t even know. They didn’t care about mine, at least not yet.
What could Wolfe be hiding? Had he really committed enough illegal acts to be wanted wherever he went? I didn’t think he would dock on Earth if that was the case. But how were Wolfe and my brother connected? 
Oh Kris. I dropped my head in my hands and tried not to cry. How could he leave me in that destroyed hospital all alone? Why did he never come back for me? All he left me was a note and it didn’t even have a date. How long after Kris woke up did he write that? How long since he left it there, waiting for me? Trying to figure out the answers only made me more upset. 
My twin had gone and disappeared, asking me to find him, but leaving no warning of the danger. What mess did he leave that I now had to fight through? I was already paying for his actions; something that only made finding him more difficult. I almost laughed out loud. As if finding him wouldn’t be hard enough. I didn’t need additional obstacles.
The door creaked open, letting in light. The glare hurt my eyes as I tried to shield them from the searing brightness. I didn’t want to look at who was standing in the doorway.
Officer Cromwell stood on the threshold and watched me. I refused to look at him. I felt completely helpless, but I didn’t dare let him see it.
“Enjoy your time alone in the dark?” Officer Cromwell asked. His shadow reached across the room to touch me. 
I glared up at him. He made me so angry. I could feel the acid of it spread through me like a poison. If the truth didn’t matter, nothing else I said did either.
“Immensely.” I watched as his face turned ugly with anger. 
Cromwell crossed the cell in three long steps and stood in front of me before I even registered he’d moved. I flinched as I realized I was drenched in his shadow. The light couldn’t touch me. He grabbed me by the throat. “You will do as I say, is that clear?” 
“Crystal.” I gave him the finger. I couldn’t help myself. I always had issues with authority, and I refused to make his job easy. He was convinced I was some spy or a lackey for some apparently notorious criminals. 
I shuddered as I felt the silence grow and thicken. I was going to pay for the insubordination.
 “I don’t know anything. If I did, I would tell you,” I managed to wheeze around the pressure from his fingers. 
If I had actually known something, I don’t know what I might’ve said. I didn’t want to dwell on it. Selling out Wolfe might sell out my brother. Somehow, the two of them were intertwined.
His thumb traced my jugular.
“I almost believe you,” he told me. “But you might know something that you don’t think is important. Was anything said around you at all?”
I swallowed, and my throat moved awkwardly against his grip. The pain made my eyes sting as I held back the tears. Being helpless like this was new to me. It made my gut clench in a primal type of fear.
“You know,” he began, “the Federation government just passed a law allowing us to get information by any means necessary.” 
“I was on board the captain’s ship for barely half an hour,” I tried to tell him. The pressure around my throat made it hard to speak.
Cromwell’s hand squeezed just enough. My airway closed, and I couldn’t breathe. Pressure started to build, and I began to feel dizzy.
The heavy weight was released right when I thought I might pass out. I gasped for air. My throat ached, and I rubbed it gingerly as I looked up at Cromwell again.
He looked completely unfazed.
“What did Wolfe say to you?” Cromwell asked.
I pressed myself into the wall and as far away from him as I could. “He only asked why I was going to Anarkia. I told him I was going on a personal vacation.”
Everything I said was true, but for some reason it wasn’t enough. I was in so far over my head.
Suddenly, Cromwell’s calm exterior cracked. He grabbed me by my hair, and he yanked down, exposing my bruised throat. He leaned forward until his mouth was next to my ear, hot breath making my skin crawl.
“One way or another you will give me what I want,” he whispered violently. “I don’t have to be so nice anymore.”
Cromwell dragged me across the room and chained me to the wall, pressing my face against the cold cement. I cried out as he ripped my shirt open, exposing my bare back. I felt the hair on my entire body raise and prickle.
“I could let you go, since you probably know nothing,” Cromwell said. “But you’re very beautiful, and the sister of a terrorist probably has secrets of her own.” 
I shook uncontrollably. It was my worst nightmare come to life.
I heard the door slam, and I was left alone in the complete darkness again. A terrorist? What the hell was he talking about? I rested my forehead against the wall, and tried to disconnect myself from the whirlwind of emotions.
Hours passed. The blood drained from my arms, and my fingers went numb. I grew so cold I had permanent goose-bumps.
A law had passed that allowed police brutality? And they reveled in it even? I felt like I was going to be sick. I didn’t know why it surprised me. We had been heading that way even in my generation. 
I had to get off this planet, my home, but it seemed hopeless. There had to be a weakness, some hole in their security that I could use to escape. Desperation clouded my reason, but I didn’t care. It was easy to get killed when the rules of the game changed.
The fear stripped me of my humanity, bared my animalistic instincts, and the feeble hope that someone would find me fled.
It made me feel trapped, but for an animal, fear made them vicious. It made them fight back, even if they were ripped apart in the process. I started to consider things that normally would never have occurred to me. I had to do whatever was necessary to get out and survive.
I tried to shake out the tingling ache in my shoulders. The tatters of my shirt hung around me and covered my front. I didn’t know when, but Cromwell would make a mistake, and I would take advantage of it. I just had to make it through whatever happened until then.
I must have dozed off because I was wakened by the cold splash of water on my back. I jerked in surprise, the chains clattering at my abrupt movement. 
A voice washed over me, close and full of dark promise. “Hola, mi amor.”
My head hung from my shoulders. I didn’t need to look up to know it wasn’t Officer Cromwell, but someone new. Someone I knew I wasn’t going to like.
Water trickled down my face and into my eyes. Some dripped onto the floor like rain as the rest went down my neck, mixing with my cold sweat. It tickled and itched and made me want to roll my shoulders, but I kept still. My instincts sensed a predator, and I was most definitely the prey.
He held a cup of water to my lips. I drank gratefully. I was so thirsty; my mouth was like sandpaper. 
“Do you know why I’m here?” he asked. His thick Spanish accent was deceptively smooth. I knew the edge of a knife waited for me behind that smoothness.
I heard the sound of a lead pipe dragging along the ground. Chills ran up and down my spine. What was he planning on doing? I squeezed my eyes shut. I could only imagine. Maybe, just maybe, he wouldn’t hurt me. It could all be a mind game.
“My, you are a pretty one.” The cold lead traced up my leg and back down. 
My muscles burned, and I couldn’t hold it back anymore. I started shaking and trembling. The chains clattered and clanged. I shut my eyes tight. Maybe I could pretend; imagine I was somewhere else, anywhere else… I could imagine I was still in Kevin’s arms, right before my world turned upside down.
The Spanish-accented voice spoke again. “I’m here to get you to talk. I have free reign to do whatever it takes to get you to do that. Cromwell and Smith are convinced that you’re hiding information about Kristopher Anderson and Chase Wolfe.” The cold metal of the pipe kissed my neck and rested there softly. His fingers brushed my hair from the back of my neck.
My breathing came in gasps as his touch burned, like he was marking my skin. My gut clenched. What was I supposed to do? Never in my life had I been in a situation like this. My mind was trying to shut down, trying to escape this horrifying reality. My instincts urged it to hide so they could take over. The pounding of my heart accelerated, and it almost hurt.
I didn’t know which side of myself I wanted to win. 
“Here in the Land of the Free we don’t approve of spies, terrorists, or traitors.” He pressed himself against my back. 
I ached to move away, but I was sure that would only make things worse. I was trapped. The terror made me mute.
It was almost better that way, and I wasn’t sure I could even put together the words to form a sentence.
He spoke, and I felt his breath against my face. “You sure you don’t want to tell me all your secrets?” 
I flinched away from his hot, balmy breath.
My mind was screaming at me to tell him, tell him anything and everything, but I clenched my jaw and kept my mouth shut. Telling them I was an experiment wasn’t going to get me anywhere. If I thought it would, I would have spilled my guts right then and there. But I knew if I started talking, things would only go downhill. 
My silence seemed to stretch on forever. I could feel his expectation.
He sighed. “As you wish.”
Something whistled through the air, and I heard the crack before I felt the pain. When it rushed over my body, burning me alive with the sensation of excruciating pain, I couldn’t hold it in anymore.
I screamed.
The cold metal of the pipe burned. The first blow knocked the air out of my lungs; with the second, I felt my ribs crack; and with the third, my world went black.
***
I smelled blood. It scorched the back of my throat with its salty-sweet, copper taste. I wanted to gag, but I doubted I could with the amount of pain I was in. Every breath felt like fire, and my skin stretched and screamed. 
“Buenos días, Sleeping Beauty.”
At the sound of his voice, my entire body convulsed in fear, remembering the agony.
I bit my lip to keep myself from screaming again.
“My, what a sensuous mouth you have.” He moved to my side, and I could almost make out his face. He leaned in close enough that I could feel the body heat radiating off of him like steam.
Maybe if I spoke to him in his native language, he would reconsider this particular method of questioning. I was desperate for it to work. “¿Cómo se llama?”
I asked in Spanish. It was the first time I’d spoken to him, and my voice sounded broken.
The question threw him off. He seemed confused when he spoke. “Where is your accent from?” he mused. “It sounds archaic. Did you learn Spanish from your abuelos, mi querida?”
At least talking kept him from beating me…or worse. I hoped to distract him for as long as possible. 
“Well, anyway,” he continued in Spanish. “My name is Marco.” 
He glided around me as he spoke, watching me. My body went rigid as I waited for him to decide on whatever he was going to do next. He unhooked me from the wall, and my legs buckled under the sudden weight. After so many hours hanging from the wall, I felt completely numb, aside from where the bruises on my ribs ached and burned.
Marco caught me and carried me like a small child across the room. His hands were gentle. I whimpered as his arms touched my back.
“You know, darling, this really is no fun for me. I’m just doing my job.” He placed me on the table in the center of the room; I hadn’t even realized it was there.
The darkness had kept me at a disadvantage, but Marco made use of an overhead light. It flickered as I looked up at it.
He brought my hands to the head of the table and secured them with chains. I studied his face, memorizing every detail. He smiled at me.
The dark brown of his eyes, the ridges of his eyebrows, the lines of his lips and how they were a shade darker than his soft brown skin etched themselves into my memory. I shut my eyes. I had seen his face once. I would never forget it.
“You have such beautiful skin; it really is such a waste to damage it.” He secured my ankles and then placed a cup against my lips. “Drink.”
I drank as much cold water as I could. It cooled the pain briefly.
“Maybe now you will rethink your choice of allies,” he said. 
There was something I was missing. 
The buzzing crackle of the overhead light fell silent. The door creaked and then slammed shut, its heavy weight battering loudly against the frame.
He left me alone…Why?
I looked around, but once again, I was practically blind. I wasn’t sure, but I thought I was alone. I took a shaky breath. For the first time, I was relieved that no one was there.
Blood dripped from my back and pooled on the table, sticky and warm. My lip was torn from trying to bear the pain of the beating.
Tears rolled down my face and into my hair. I was ashamed that I wanted to give in. I wanted to tell them whatever they wanted to know, no matter the consequences. Anything to get me out of the hell contained in this jail.
What would they do when they found out what I was? I was a human with a drug that had genetically altered my DNA, someone who somehow survived five hundred years in a prehistoric version of cryostasis. What would they do to me then? 
I couldn’t let them find out. No matter what, I had to try and hold out until I could escape.
I started to feel woozy and nauseous. It was a sickly-sweet sort of feeling, and there was a strange buzzing in my ears. I tried to focus my thoughts but couldn’t.
What was happening to me?
I thought I heard someone speaking, but the sound was muffled, hiding in the corners. 
I felt like a small child again, afraid of the monsters in the closet and under the bed. The fear ate at me.
“Hello?” I whispered.
Nothing.
“Anyone there?” My voice was so small and drenched in terror that it wasn’t recognizable, even to me.
Then I heard laughing. It filled the room and pressed around me.
The shadows had come for me.




 
It seemed like days later when the door opened again.
I lay there on the table, twitching at the sounds in the room, pushing at me, trying to get inside me.
Fingers lifted my eyelids. I couldn’t seem to focus, even with the light in the cell on again.
“It looks like the drugs have kicked in.” Marco’s voice.
“Good job. Her eyes have completely dilated,” I heard Cromwell say.
The chattering in the corners got louder.
Drugs. So I wasn’t losing my mind. I hadn’t gone completely psychotic. I almost laughed.
But the voices told me not to.
“Maybe now she’ll talk.” Marco again. 
I opened my eyes. I could almost see the shadows bleeding from his eyes and his mouth when he spoke.
“Here,” Cromwell said, holding another glass of water against my lips.
I knew it was laced. I could see the truth of it hiding in his eyes. But I was too thirsty not to drink. I drank until the water in the cup was gone.
I closed my eyes. The sounds no one else could hear got louder and the shadows became darker. They almost glittered, like they ate all the stars and all my tears.
The fear was almost like a friend now. It wanted to keep me alive. It was like a stuffed animal that turned into a golem when I needed it. I read about that once in the Bible. Or was that Grimm? I couldn’t remember. It all seemed the same to me. My thoughts and memories were bleeding together, deep and red like the blood that pooled underneath me.

That’s because you’re different, the voices told me. You’re broken.
 I could feel Marco and Cromwell watching me. Clearly, they could see exactly how much the drugs affected me.
 Their smiles looked like razors, and I tried to jerk away from them. The scabs at my wrists tore, and fresh blood dripped onto the table and into my hair. I felt each strand of my hair glue together.
 I was broken, just like the shadows said. They whispered, and I could hear their sweet promises. If I gave in to them, they would set me free. I could leave the cell. I could be whole again.
 I could find my brother, they promised.
 Cromwell almost looked concerned as I started crying. I heard myself talking, but it was gibberish, half-realized thoughts that changed from word to word.
I needed to figure out how to get out of here. I wasn’t going to last much longer. I had to leave before I gave in, before the drugs got me to answer whatever they asked.
I couldn’t even imagine the new kind of torture that would ensue when they found out what I was, when I was from.
I tried to grab my head to make it stop. “Shut up, shut up!” I screamed. The chains pulled taught, and I couldn’t quite reach.
The shadows chuckled.
 “I think she’s ready,” I heard Marco say.
 “She’s more than ready,” Cromwell replied. “You know, you’re beautiful even when you’ve been nearly beaten to death.”
 The shadows agreed.
“Marco, get my knives.”
The door opened and then shut. I was alone with Officer Cromwell.
Here’s your opportunity.
Yes, I needed to take advantage. I waited. There would be an opening.
“I’m sorry about this,” Cromwell said. He almost sounded apologetic. “Here, let me get these.”
He started to unlock the cuffs strapping my ankles to the table.
He thinks you’re too weak to fight back.
I was out of my mind, seeing and hearing things that weren’t there. On some level, I knew that. But the drugs hovered over my mind like a fog. It was easy to get lost, easy to forget what was real and what wasn’t.
Cromwell moved to my wrists. The metal was removed from my skin and the shadows screamed in glee.
It was time.
I rolled off the table and hit the cement floor with a smack. I could see the lead pipe Marco had used so lovingly on me resting against the wall, in the corner.
Take it. They beckoned to me.
Through the fog, I could feel my body protest, the agony rippling over me, but it was so far away. The fog was thick and soothing, and the pain was too far away for me to care.
The fear I was used to, and I welcomed it. It made me stronger, and my animal instincts knew exactly what to do, even if I didn’t.
Cromwell was slow to react. He seemed to think I had fallen on accident, a side effect of the drugs.
My fingers stretched and then closed around the pipe. I swung as hard as I could as I twisted onto my back.
The pipe cracked against Cromwell’s knee. There was a sickening crunch as his kneecap shattered. He fell to the ground with a sound like an earthquake.
Shakily, I got to my feet, just out of his reach. He tried to grab at me, but with only one knee, he wasn’t able to move toward me.
The pipe was heavy in my hand.
Finish him.
The shadows caressed me, lovingly rubbing against my legs. I knew they weren’t real.
But this man was.
“No,” he pleaded.
The dead, blank-look in my eyes was reflected in his. The way the panic took hold of Cromwell, I knew he could see there was no chance for him.
I swung the pipe like a bat and smashed his skull in.
“Home run,” I muttered.
The pipe fell to the ground with a clatter.
I fell to my knees and vomited, retching over and over.
What had I done?
The part of me that was pure survival tried to reason with my emotions. Dog-eat-dog world. He was a threat, and he would have killed me eventually.
I killed that man. Me. I did it.
“No,” I whispered.
Yes.
The door creaked open, and there was a pause before someone let loose a string of curses. Marco was back.
I gladly let my instincts take over again, the only part of me that knew what it was doing. I didn’t question it. I only obeyed.
I grabbed the pipe off the floor and threw it straight up into the light.
Glass shattered and I rolled into the corner, the shards pressing into my skin. The door shut, and the darkness was unrelenting as it came down around us. It was infinite.
“Pobrecita, you know I don’t want to hurt you.” Did Marco sound nervous? “You’re making me do this. If you just told me what it is I want to know, this would all be over, and I could take care of you.”
Lies.
Cromwell was dead because of me. They wouldn’t let that slide. I was already in too deep.
I stood slowly, my back pressed to the cement wall.
He has knives.
Yes, I remembered. He had gone to get them for Cromwell.
I inched along the wall towards the door, avoiding the broken glass. The cement scraped against my skin. I gritted my teeth.
The shadows had the stars, and they glittered in the darkness. I could see Marco in the sparkling light. He practically glowed in the collection of tears.
I jumped him from the side.
He backhanded me across the face with such negligence it made me feel like a bad puppy. I landed on my back. Fear shot through my veins, strong and cloying. The shock left me shaking and shivering.
Marco was on me before I could move, straddling me and holding my wrists down. He held them both with one hand, a knife in his other hand, razor-sharp.
 “Please,” I begged, tears streaming down my face. “Please stop.” I bucked and struggled against him, but he was too strong.
It was like he anticipated every movement, every kick.
He brought the knife down to my wrist, dragging the blade all the way down to my elbow. Blood welled and splattered against the both of us.
Make him pay, the shadows told me, sounding like a hundred voices yelling, roaring at me.
I looked up into Marco’s eyes. But they weren’t Marco’s…they were Kevin’s.
I yanked away from him in horror. “Kevin?”
He laughed. It echoed forever.
I screamed and fought against him. “Kevin, why are you doing this? Please, stop. Just let me go.” I sobbed as I scrambled against the floor, trying to get away. “I’m sorry. Please!”
He laughed. Kevin was enjoying my pain.
That’s not Kevin.
I blinked, and Marco’s face loomed over me.
Furious, I grabbed the blade with my hand. The sharp edge bit deep into my palm. I didn’t care.
This man had fed me hallucinogenic drugs and made me think that Kevin was the one hurting me.
No.
I ripped the knife out of his hand. My blood flowed hotly down my arm and across my face until it was the only thing I could see, the only thing I could smell.
Then I plunged the knife into Marco’s ribs. Blood gushed. Marco wheezed and coughed and more blood marked his lips.
He went limp as I watched, and I frantically pushed him off of me. Scrambling to my feet, I saw Marco clearly in the dark. He was still alive.
I put my foot on the handle of the knife and looked him in his beady eyes. He looked terrified, finally feeling what he had subjected me to. I smiled, but it wasn’t pleasant.
All of my weight slammed onto the knife, and it buried deep in his chest, the squelching noise permanently imprinted in my mind.
The life slowly seeped out of his eyes until they were dull and empty. His blood covered the floor, mixing with mine.
I fell to my knees beside him, and the blood pouring from my arm mixed with his. Gently, I closed his eyelids. Laying my head on his chest, I cried. It was uncontrollable, the sobs ripping from my throat.
Kevin. He was gone. I’d killed him.
My tears were hot and heavy.
No, I hadn’t killed him. I’d killed Marco.
The tears seemed endless. I cried for the men I’d killed, for the man I had lost, and for the tainted memories of Kevin who would never hurt me in reality.
How much of my tears were from the drugs, and how much was me losing it? Everything I’d pushed back was crashing through the walls I’d built. It overwhelmed me and I struggled to remember what I had to do and why.
I didn’t have much time. I prayed I would get out of there alive. After all this, I’d better.
I stared at Marco’s face, the man who brought my nightmares to life. Fear, anger, and shame all fell upon me like a pack of ravenous wolves.
 “Katerina?” A deep, soft voice asked.
He’s come for you.
Light poured in from the hallway, and it felt like the light at the end of the tunnel.
I looked up, but I didn’t understand what I saw. Wolfe?
He was the last person in the universe I thought I would see.
 “There is so much blood,” said a voice behind him, familiar. “She’s covered in it.”
It sounded like Ricky.
Wolfe kneeled down. I watched him, confused. He reached out for me, and I scrambled away. He had to be a trick my mind was playing on me.
“Don’t touch me!” I screamed.
I couldn’t stop crying.
Wolfe cursed under his breath, but he didn’t move.
I eyed him from my corner. The shadows were holding me close, just as unsure as I was.
“I’m here to get you out,” Wolfe explained. His voice was low and soothing. It sounded warm to me, almost comfortable.
It sounded nothing like Kevin’s voice.
“Out?” I asked. I had to be sure. Was this a trap?
Wolfe slowly stepped over Marco’s body. I glanced from Marco to Wolfe. Two people, two bodies. Maybe he really was here to get me out.
“Sir, do you want me to try and help?” Ricky. I trusted him.
Did I? I couldn’t remember. I held my head in frustration, shaking it as I tried to put my thoughts in the correct order. The fog was making it impossible.
Wolfe stood very still, but he offered me his hand. “Yes, Katerina, I’m going to get you out. You’ll be free.”
The shadows didn’t want me to go, but there would always be shadows. I could trust him just this once. Maybe he could really get me out.
I reached for his hand with my good arm. Wolfe grabbed me and pulled me into his arms. They encircled me. I tried to struggle until I breathed him in. The smell was warm and comforting. It made me feel safe. I sagged in relief, letting his strong arms take my weight.
I started crying all over again. But now it was from relief. The sheer strength of it left me weak. I couldn’t have moved even if I tried.
Wolfe’s hand stroked my bloody and matted hair as he spoke calming words I couldn’t hear.
“I thought I was alone,” I told him, my fingers clenching his coat. “They drugged me.” I had to tell him before I said anything else. He needed to know that I was completely unreliable for the time being.
 “You’re safe now,” Wolfe murmured against my hair.
Was I really safe? I wanted to believe it so badly, but I didn’t know if I could.
“I didn’t think you would come.” My voice cracked, barely audible. “Why do you have to look like Kevin?”
Wolfe tensed against me. His entire body went rigid. “Who is Kevin?” he asked Ricky.
I could hear Celeste from the hallway. “We need to leave. Whatever is going on in there needs to end now.”
“Someone she was in love with. He died recently,” Ricky explained. Somehow, what he said sounded wrong, but it was also correct.
“Pick her up. We need to go. She needs medical attention now,” Ricky commanded the captain.
The captain listened. I was so confused. Why would he take orders from Ricky?
Wolfe grabbed me under my knees and lifted. He pressed my body to his chest as we started to move.
There was too much contact. I struggled against his arms. It was agony to be touched.
“Please,” Wolfe said. “I just need to get you to my ship. Then I will put you down, I promise.”
I nodded. That sounded smart. I wasn’t sure I could walk, let alone run. And Wolfe was running with me in his arms like it was nothing.
 “I never told them anything,” I whispered. I looked up into his eyes. They were green, not brown, and they looked pained.
“You left me,” I said to myself. “Now I’ll never get you back.” Damn, what a mess I’d made.
Was I talking about Wolfe, or Kevin? They were not the same. Wolfe never left me…right?
“Clearly, she’s crazy. We shouldn’t take her aboard.” Celeste’s sharp voice pierced through the fog, and I snarled at her.
Wolfe’s arms were strong and safe, so different than the last person who had held me, promising only pain.
“Celeste, get all the surveillance tapes and meet us back at the ship,” Wolfe ordered.
“Celeste hates me,” I whispered.
I heard Wolfe chuckle softly. I must have said that out loud. I shrank against him until I couldn’t make myself any smaller. Wolfe smelled nice, like sandalwood and autumn, warm and musky. I used to love fall.
“I smell like fall?” Wolfe asked.
I clenched my teeth. I couldn’t tell when I was speaking out loud or not, and it was going to get me in trouble.
I hid my face in his chest.
Everything hurt, and I was lost. Broken. He would find out and leave me. Just like everyone else. Just like my brother, Kris.
“Look at me.” Wolfe demanded.
I think I said something that upset him.
Wolfe gently lifted my chin, and I was suddenly staring into his fierce, green eyes.
I was shocked into silence. I remembered thinking how pretty they were. His eyes were nothing like Kevin’s. That was very important to me, but I could barely remember why.
I was so lost, my mind so utterly tangled, it was hard to discern who was who.
“I could never let them treat you like that simply because you’d barely met me once,” Wolfe growled. “I knew we had to get you out when Ricky told me what happened.”
We were at the ship. How we had gotten there, I had no idea. Celeste was waiting for us. It was all starting to go fuzzy. I could barely keep my eyes open.
Ricky came to me with a pair of clean sweatpants and a shirt. They looked like Wolfe’s. It made sense. I briefly contemplated how much shorter Ricky was than me, and how Celeste was taller than Wolfe. Was she an inch taller or two? I couldn’t tell.
Wolfe put me on my feet in the cargo bay. I took off my bloodstained clothes and fumbled as I tried to pull the sweats on. There was an awkward silence. I looked up.
Wolfe and Ricky looked too shocked to look away. I glanced down to see what they saw: black skin from the overlapping bruises, cuts and blood everywhere. My broken ribs pushed against my skin, and the skin at my ankles and wrists was torn.
I looked away, embarrassed. I hugged my chest, too scared to move. Celeste stepped forward to help me as she barked some orders at them. I didn’t think the kindness was for my benefit.
Once I’d pulled the clothes on, I tried to walk, but fell. The adrenaline was gone, leaving only the debilitating fear in its wake. I was shaking and as unsteady as a newborn colt. Ricky caught me and held me to his chest like a doll. I heard sirens. The cops were on their way. I hated cops.
“I know. I don’t like them either.”
I squinted up at him, trying to figure out what the hell he was talking about. Was I talking out loud again? Or was he a mind reader?
“Wow, got it on the first try.” His smile was gentle and a little sad. “Go to sleep, Katerina. You’re safe now. We’ll take care of you. I promise.”
For once, I didn’t hear any whispers, and I let myself doze off.




 
I woke up on a bed that wasn’t mine, and I couldn’t remember where I was or why. Someone lifted my head and put a cup to my lips. I took a sip and spat it out.
“What is that?” I opened my eyes and saw Captain Wolfe next to me, and it all came crashing back. I held my head and cringed against the onslaught.
“Are you okay?” Wolfe asked.
I scrambled away from him, squeezing my eyes shut. “Can you turn off the light?” I asked.
Ricky moved, and the light was gone. It was a relief. My eyes adjusted quickly.
I sat curled in a ball for a few minutes. No one spoke. I was grateful for that. The fog in my head was gone, and I was pretty sure the drugs were out of my system, but I felt confused. I wasn’t sure what I’d imagined and what was real.
“Where am I?” I asked. The sound of my voice was awful.
It was shattered.
I shook my head to clear it.
“You’re in the medical bay on my ship,” Wolfe answered. “The Wolfegang. You’re safe.”
Safe. It was a relative term. But I believed I was as safe as he could make me. My heart and chest ached as I looked at him.
I couldn’t see colors in the darkness, but I could see Wolfe clearly. The room seemed to be filled with moonlight. He was watching me closely, carefully, like he could see through me, and into me. I thought maybe he could see the way I was looking at him.
Wolfe reminded me so much of Kevin. I hated it. 
I wished I had the chance to tell Kevin good-bye, to tell him I was sorry. But wishing was pointless.
The captain’s voice was quiet, but it rumbled in his chest when he spoke. “Who is Kevin?”
I jerked at the sound of his name on Wolfe’s lips. Realities felt like they were crashing and merging, but it wasn’t the fog this time. This was really happening. Wolfe was asking me about someone he shouldn’t know about.
“I think Ricky answered that question,” I replied.
Wolfe looked sad, but he wasn’t done. “And Kris?”
I looked away. He wanted to know who I was talking about when I was hallucinating. I must have said Kris’s name out loud. I didn’t blame Wolfe. But I didn’t like it. “My twin brother,” I answered. “He’s the reason I’m going to Anarkia. That was his last known location.”
Wolfe sat back. He looked stunned, his face confused and surprised. He must not have thought I had any siblings. Or he knew exactly who I was talking about.
“Do you know him?” I asked sharply.
Cromwell had implied that they knew each other. Was it true?
“What is your family name?” Wolfe asked.
“Anderson.” I watched him closely. I didn’t think he knew that I could see him. “Kristopher and Katerina Anderson.”
“The name sounds familiar,” Wolfe said. “Was he a soldier?”
“No.”
“Then I don’t know. If he wasn’t a soldier then I might’ve met him in passing, but if I’ve met your brother I don’t remember. Am I supposed to know him?”
I hesitated, wondering how much I should tell him. “I don’t know. The police seemed to think so.”
He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I’m sorry, Kat. I don’t know why they would think that.” He paused, and assessed my face. Then Wolfe grabbed a wet cloth. “Here, let me help you.” He started to gently clean the rest of the blood from my skin.
I flinched at the touch. His movements were sure and confident. He didn’t know Kris. Wolfe was telling the truth – unless he was really good at hiding his tells.
Most of the blood was already gone, and the gash on my arm had been cleaned and bandaged. I could feel fresh blood well from the cuts on my back as I moved away from Wolfe. I was clean enough. I couldn’t stand anymore touching.
“How long was I asleep?” I asked. I was sore, but I could feel the numbness of painkillers at work. My hair was mostly clean.
“Almost two days,” Ricky answered.
Celeste walked into the medical ward and flipped on the light.
I shielded my eyes from the sudden glare.
“I need you on Command, Captain.” She was doing a great job of pretending that I didn’t exist. Wolfe got up and gave me one last glance before they left. I could feel Ricky staring at me.
It was quiet for a while, and then I heard Ricky move to sit down in the chair next to my bed. I focused on him, taking in his orange hair, strangely shaped eyes, and the killer sharpness of his teeth.
“Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” I asked.
He shrugged.
It didn’t really matter to me. I was just glad to be out of that cell.
“So am I,” Ricky said softly.
“So you can read minds.”
He nodded.
I really looked at him then, and tried to look at it from his point of view. Being assaulted by people’s thoughts, he heard things he probably never wanted to hear. The one place that was supposed to be private was invaded not only by the people he knew, but by strangers as well. I shuddered at the idea.
Strangely enough, after everything else that had happened, Ricky being telepathic was almost easy for me to accept. He grinned at me.
“So what’s with Celeste? Are she and the captain a thing?” I asked.
“It’s kind of complicated,” Ricky said. “They are off and on a lot. So even when they aren’t together, sometimes they act like they are. Though…Wolfe overrode her vote and organized your rescue.”
I didn’t want the conversation to come back to me. I didn’t want to answer any more questions about how I was doing or how I was feeling. I really didn’t know the answers.
“So tell me,” I said. “What makes a captain decide to attempt a rescue for someone he doesn’t even know?”
Ricky slouched down in his chair and locked his fingers behind his head. “I told the captain what happened when you were arrested. I heard the thoughts of the police officers, so I knew what they were looking for. I also knew you didn’t have any information about what they wanted, so I assumed the inevitable result.”
I tried to relax back into the blankets. The painkillers were pulling at me, telling me I should sleep more.
“It took longer than anticipated to find a safe way in and out,” Ricky continued. “I almost ripped Celeste’s arm off once you were there for twenty-four hours. I knew she was stalling on purpose. So I, uh… convinced her that it would be in her best interest to find a solution immediately. Then we came for you.”
My mind caught up. He convinced her? I raised an eyebrow at him questioningly. How exactly had he managed that? Celeste didn’t seem the type to be easily convinced.
Ricky laughed. It was a grim sort of laugh. “Ah, but I have an advantage,” he said, tapping his head with an abnormally long finger. “I told Celeste I’d tell Wolfe what she was up to. But that wasn’t what convinced her.”
“What did?” I asked.
“She couldn’t figure out the passcode to your quarters.”
Really? I found that hard to believe, her being an advanced alien race and all that.
“Really.” Ricky smirked, answering my unspoken question.
I couldn’t help but laugh, despite all that had happened. The stupid human had managed to outsmart the alien. The laughter made me cough. I felt like I was hacking up a lung. I took a deep breath to get it under control.
Ricky quickly wiped my hand with a handkerchief, and handed me a glass of water. I caught a flash of blood before he could put away the cloth. Why was he carrying around a hankie? That was such an old habit, way before even my time.
I took a sip and felt my throat calm.
He shrugged. “I like old films.”
The empty glass slipped through my numb fingers and shattered against the floor. Dread filled me as I finally realized the horrific truth of his ability: he could hear all of my thoughts.
I was paralyzed with terror. Had he told Wolfe? How much did Ricky know?
“I know everything, and I haven’t told a soul,” he reassured me quietly. He looked worried, maybe afraid that I would try to make a run for it, which sounded like a pretty good idea. “No,” he hissed urgently, before I could say anything. “You can’t go. It’s not safe for you. I promise I will tell no one.”
I tried to relax my tense muscles, but I still felt on edge. He had a point. I knew nothing about this new world, this new galaxy.
Here, I was as safe as I was going to be. Wolfe had promised I would be. I was going to hold him to that promise.
Ricky sat back, but he was not as relaxed as he had been. He eyed me as he continued to talk. “I did some research on you. I did a wide search on your name from the general time I gathered from your thoughts, and I found a Katerina Anderson born in 1992. I got your picture from the DMV records. You look exactly the same, five hundred years later.” He whistled. “Impressive.” He studied me for a minute. “I wish I knew what genetic alterations the doctor did to you.”
“It wasn’t that kind of gene therapy,” I said quickly. “It was just to cure the cancer.”
He raised an eyebrow. “You really think you could have escaped and killed those men after having your ribs broken without some kind of genetic alteration?”
No, not really. I’d noticed there was something different going on with me, my improved sight, for one. I could see Wolfe clearly in the dark, and all the new smells. I was starting to notice subtle differences, like how Ricky smelled different than a human, as did Celeste. And my hearing was never that great before, but now…every sound was crystal clear.
I had pushed those facts to the back of mind though. I had hoped it was just due to the suspended animation, like waking up from being sick and being thankful for just being able to breathe.
But what if it was more than that? God, what exactly did they do to me? I buried my face in my hands. I had killed those men like it was nothing. It made me sick.
“Exactly,” Ricky said. He bit his lip, and his whole face crinkled, almost pleasantly, as he thought. It made me nervous, and I worried he would accidentally pierce his lip with those wicked sharp teeth of his.
I wondered as I watched him. How different was I now? Was I still human? Was my brother experimented on, or was it just me?
“Will you stop that?” I asked with exasperation. “You’re going to bite down too hard and bleed everywhere.”
What color was his blood?
Ricky smiled and quit chewing on his lip. “It’s very likely they did the same procedure on your twin that they performed on you, though I think there is a chance for varied results.”
It was so disconcerting to have conversations without realizing it. If I got used to it for long periods of time, I was going to forget how to talk.
He laughed. “Well, at least you have your brother out there somewhere, unlike Wolfe.”
I was missing something. “What do you mean?” I asked.
Ricky shifted, hesitating before he answered. “What happened to Wolfe during his service isolated him not only from his family, but others like him.”
Why was he being so vague?
“Other soldiers?” I asked.
Again, he hesitated. Ricky never should have brought it up if he didn’t want me to ask about it.
“No.” He stood up and started pacing. “Other humans.”
“I thought Wolfe was human.”
“Not exactly.”
How is one not exactly human?
His face closed off, and he looked away from me. “I shouldn’t have said anything. Wolfe should be the one to tell you.”
I shrugged. “Fine.” I would find out eventually. If Ricky thought I would forget about it, he was sorely mistaken. I would simply wait until the right time to ask again.
The captain’s voice came on over the intercom. “Ricky, I need you on the bridge.”
“Yes, sir.” Ricky smiled at me. “Duty calls.” He was gone before I could blink.
I closed my eyes and fiddled with the bandage on my arm. I wondered how the unknown details of the genetic modification were going to affect me. With something as basic as my genetics being put into question, there was no way I could predict exactly how my body would react in different situations. Maybe I was invincible, and maybe I wasn’t. Finding out the details wasn’t something I looked forward to.
Knowing someone had messed with my system without my permission really bothered me. What was the end goal of it?
Was Kris experimented on? He had to know more about it than I did. He’d been awake for years and had to at least have an idea by now. A little head’s up from him would have been nice. But he might be completely normal. I couldn’t decide which one I hoped for more.
Jeez, I didn’t even know if the cancer was cured for sure or not. If Kris was still alive, there was a good chance it really was cured. Though, his cancer had been far less severe than mine when we went under suspended animation.
The entire ship shuddered, and I tried to grab onto something to steady myself. That couldn’t have been good. Ricky ran into the medical ward a millisecond later, adding to my anxiety.
 “Stop that,” he said and smacked my hand away from the bandage.
I had been tearing it to pieces without even realizing it. “What’s going on?” I demanded.
“The police are after you.” His words blurred together; he was talking so quickly. “They have no proof we had anything to do with your escape but they still want to search the ship.”
I froze. I hadn’t killed Smith, Cromwell’s partner, and I should have made sure there was no one left to remember me.
The thought terrified me, but I felt so sure it was right.
“Don’t worry,” Ricky said. “I’ll take care of you. You just have to be very quiet right now.”
Ricky dragged me down to the cargo bay, picking me up when I didn’t move fast enough. He placed me in an empty box and closed the top. I felt the box move, and I heard another door close, and darkness descended. 
“I promise I’ll come back for you,” he whispered. 
There were a least two walls between us, but I could still hear him.
I curled into a ball, trying to take up the least amount of space as possible. I tried to stay absolutely still so as not to make any unnecessary noises. It would be too much to hope I would fall asleep until it was all over. I squeezed my eyes shut anyway, hoping against hope. I took deep, methodical breaths to calm myself. I heard voices. My eyes flew open, and my heart beat wildly. It was so loud I was afraid they would hear it. The voices got closer as they came down the stairs, and I could almost make out what they were saying.
The dried blood on my back pulled as I strained not to move.
“…She killed my partner, Mr. Wolfe. That isn’t so easily forgiven.” I could make out Officer Smith’s voice. I knew I should have killed him.
“Of course, sir. My crew and I will do whatever is needed in order to cooperate with the law,” Wolfe replied.
Their voices faded, and the words turned to indecipherable murmuring. The anxiety made it hard for me to breathe. For once, it wasn’t from claustrophobia, but from the memories Smith’s voice reawakened. I tried to shut my eyes tight against the visions of pain and agony, but I couldn’t get away from them. My imagination had always been far too effective.
I remembered Kris convincing me it was a good idea to see The Exorcist when I was ten. He always talked me into seeing the most horrible, scary movies, telling me—no, promising—that it wouldn’t be that bad. I don’t know why, but I fell for it every time. I’d have nightmares for months. Eventually, our mom found out and started grounding him. He thought it was worth it.
Remembering the small, mundane things seemed to help calm me. I tried to remember every movie he had shown me. I made a list and then alphabetized it.
Finally, the top of the box was lifted away, and light shone in. It burned my eyes a little. I squinted up to see Ricky. He offered me a hand and helped me out of the box.
I took it but let go as soon as I could. Someone else’s skin against mine brought back nightmares I preferred not to think about.
“Are the cops gone?” I asked, desperate to know.
“Yes, they’re gone. We paid them off after they saw we weren’t hiding anything.” Ricky smiled. It was kind of devious.
I almost cracked a smile. I rolled my shoulders and felt the blood crack and pull. I felt like I needed to sleep for a week. I heaved a huge sigh of relief. The thought of having to go back there…I couldn’t do it. I just wanted to revel in the fact that I was getting away.
Ricky motioned for me to follow him. He was extremely careful not to accidentally brush up against me. He led me up the stairs, and veered right at the common room rather than left where the infirmary was.
I looked up at him quizzically.
“Captain wants to see you.”
Right. I took a deep breath. This was the part where the captain kicked me off the ship for endangering his crew. I felt a small pang as I thought about leaving. Where else would I go?
We reached the end of the hallway and were standing in front of the door to Command faster than I would’ve liked. Ricky knocked, and we stood there waiting. My heart filled the silence with its erratic rhythm.
Wolfe opened the door, and my breath caught. The look on his face seemed like it didn’t belong. That pain was my fault. I wanted to ask what was wrong, what I could do to erase that barren look in his eyes.
I stopped myself before I said anything. Where had those feelings come from? He was going to get rid of me, remember?
“Please, come in.”
I followed Ricky through the door. Wolfe turned to face me and looked me square in the eyes. It caught me off guard; I didn’t have time to look away, so I just stared like an idiot.
“I don’t know exactly what it is that you’re hiding.” He glanced at Ricky in irritation. Ricky grinned back at him impishly, and then Wolfe continued. “To be honest, I don’t particularly care.”
I felt sick to my stomach. Shame boiled through me at the tone in his voice. I fidgeted as I waited for my sentence.
“All I care about is the safety of my crew and ship. And as it’s going to be a long trip to find your brother, I would like to ask you on as crew.”
I stopped fidgeting. What? I was confused but more relieved than anything. He wasn’t going to kick me off the ship, though I wasn’t sure why. He was even offering me a job. It was a strange offer from someone who barely knew me.
Wolfe looked a little restless. “So, what do you say?”
I opened my mouth to answer, and then closed it. What did I know about spaceships?
“I’ll teach you!” Ricky exclaimed. He bounced up and down on his toes in excitement. “Please stay?”
I tried to hide my small smile. I hadn’t made new friends in a really long time.
“Fine, I’ll stay,” I said softly, looking at the floor as I twisted a curl around my fingers over and over. I didn’t want Wolfe to see how truly relieved I was about his offer.
Celeste got up from her chair and pushed past me to storm out of the room. Hate rolled off her in waves. I blinked. I hadn’t even seen her there. Obviously, she was not happy about the new arrangements.
I glanced at Ricky. He shook his head very slightly.
Wolfe held out his hand, oblivious to our little exchange. “Welcome to the Wolfegang, Katerina.”
I shook his hand and grinned back at him. I was almost excited.
“Are you ready for hyperspace?” he asked.
Hyperspace…like in the movies… whoa. I was curious—how did scientists figure out how to fold space? Were they jumps, or did the ship somehow travel faster than the speed of light? I had so many questions.
They would have to wait, because at that moment I wanted to watch as the Wolfegang did what my generation only dreamed about.
Wolfe led me to the main console. It stood in front of a window that stretched the whole length of the room from floor to ceiling, showing the entire expanse of stars in front of us, all of the clouds of stardust that glittered in greens and purples, and the small glow from the sun. It was beautiful. The stars looked so close I felt I could reach out and touch them with my fingertips. It all looked so fragile.
“Hyperdrive powered and ready to launch,” Ricky announced from his station. He pressed a lot of buttons and monitored the readings on the many screens. “Entering hyperspace in five…four…”
“You better hold on to something,” Wolfe said, moving to stand behind me. He stood close enough for me to smell him. His scent was becoming familiar, something that almost made me feel at ease.
“…Three…”
I held onto the console, hoping it was enough. Wolfe put a hand next to mine, and his other arm went around my waist, effectively securing me. I flinched at his touch. I wanted to pull away, but he probably thought that I didn’t look strong enough at the moment to hold on to anything, let alone brace myself. He was probably right. I stood rigidly as I waited for what would come next.
“…Two....”
“I don’t want you to fall,” he muttered.
I wasn’t sure, but it sounded like he might be flustered.
“Thanks,” I whispered.
“…One.”
The ship literally jumped. All I saw was glittering purple and white streaks.
“Wow,” I breathed. I had never seen anything like it, and for a minute, I forgot about everything else.




 
I stared out the port window of my room. The stars glittered like diamonds, and galaxies swirled with color in the far off distance. The wonder was still there, but I couldn’t stop thinking about the time I had spent in jail. I couldn’t stop thinking about Marco and how my brain had somehow turned him in to Kevin, tarnishing my memory of our love. Somehow, I had to move on; I couldn’t let being a victim affect me. Not if there was anything I could do about it.
A few hours earlier, Ricky had taken me to the infirmary and dressed each and every wound. It was embarrassing, and for a reason I didn’t really understand, I was mortified. I didn’t like sitting there in nothing but my skin with only a sheet to protect me from the rest of the world.
Every time his gentle fingers touched me, I flinched and jerked away. He politely ignored my reaction and went on as if nothing had happened, but I knew he could see how I dreaded each touch. After what had happened, I didn’t think it was something I was going to get over quickly.
Because touch, even if it was gentle and caring, brought back the memories of those other hands grabbing, holding, and hurting me.
I had to keep reminding myself that it was over.
I turned away from the window. I was confined to my bed, with Ricky checking on me every few hours while I read or slept. He would bring me food. I wasn’t sure if it was because he was being nice to me or just trying to limit any contact I might have with Celeste to lessen any extra stress.
I shivered in my sweater and rubbed my arms. I wanted to learn how to never let someone touch me again without my permission. That place and those lives I’d taken would haunt my dreams and thoughts for a long time.
I was content to stay in my quarters. I had a lot of reading to do between learning the modern technology and catching up on the history of the last five centuries.
As I read, I realized if I’d lived a normal life in my own time period, I might not have survived the war. In 2032 there was a war with North Korea—World War III. Most of Earth banded together to fight against North Korea’s nuclear agenda. Oddly enough, North Korea’s only allies were France and the Nations of the Middle East, excluding Israel. The war lasted for thirteen years and laid waste to so many of Earth’s natural resources. So many humans died. Technology helped save the remaining human soldiers using advanced tactical exoskeletons that were impervious to nuclear blasts.
North Korea was finally taken down by American soldiers, and the entire North Korean government was executed by order of the United Federation. In the wake of the war, most countries around the world united under this one banner.
There was nothing left of France. Europe made sure of that. China and India invaded the Nations of the Middle East along with the guerillas and gangs from Africa and neutralized the threat. The war was over. The world had joined together for the first time in Earth’s history.
Following WWIII, each country put aside their petty differences in acknowledgment to the greater threat of humanity destroying itself with pointless wars. Each continent elected one leader, called a Vice President, and they formed the United Federation. Passports were awarded to each citizen of the continents, and international travel was encouraged. A President was elected to lead the Federation. The First Federation President was a man of many bloodlines; someone with ties to each major race. His name was Adam Ito. Not only was he President, but he was also Admiral General of the combined military forces of the Federation, efficiently creating a government run by the military.
Peace followed for nearly a century until the inter-continental Water Wars.
I swiped my hand over the mini-computer, closing the window. I couldn’t read anymore. I needed time to process. It all seemed so surreal, like I was reading an alternate-future novel. I felt no connection to the events.
So much had changed. I don’t know why I didn’t expect so many wars to happen. All I had to do was look at the history I was familiar with.
I lay in bed, trying not to dwell on what I’d lost, or what I could still lose. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to establish a life in a place and time I didn’t want to be.
I really didn’t have a choice.
Kris and I used to have discussions about how we felt we were born in the wrong time. History always seemed so much more interesting than the present. But I never meant something like this. I wanted the time of heroes to return – white knights and dragons. How desperately I used to dream of dragons. Now all I had was this steel ship and the vacuum of space.
My muscles and ribs protested as I shifted in my bed. I reminded myself it could have been worse. I could have died. But I didn’t.
There was a slight knock on my door. “Yes?” I called out.
“It’s Ricky. I’ve come to check on you.”
I sighed. He came in every few hours to try to get me to drink another disgusting concoction that he swore would help me. “Come in.”
The door slid open noiselessly, and Ricky stepped in. The door shushed closed behind him. He didn’t move as he eyed me, watching how I breathed, how I wouldn’t quite look at him.
I didn’t like that he could just read my mind whenever he wanted, that he could pry. If he had just minded his own business, and kept out of my head, I wouldn’t be in this mess. I wouldn’t have to trust a complete stranger. Nothing scared me more than forced trust.
“What’s done is done,” he stated.
I didn’t say anything.
“What do you want me to do?” Ricky asked. “Apologize? I can’t apologize for something I was born with. Usually I can block most people out. You, I can’t.” He sighed and walked across the room to sit on the edge of my bed. “There are times I can’t hear you. It’s like static. I know you’re there, but there’s a wall, even when I try. It’s very rare when I can’t hear someone. But there are also times when your thoughts are screaming.”
I finally looked at him.
“I don’t want you here,” I told him.
“It’s me or someone else, darling. I know you don’t hate me.” Ricky responded. His childlike joy was gone. It was a mask he occasionally put on and took off. I hadn’t figured out the trigger yet.
“So, can you hear me now?” I asked.
He went still and cocked his ear. He actually looked like he was trying, but then he shook his head. “No, I only hear the static. When I try to listen more closely, it gets even quieter. I can only sense the strongest of your emotions.”
The rock in my chest loosened a little.
“What do you want from me now?” I asked.
He handed me a cup. “It’s only soup this time.”
I placed it on the table next to the bed. Every piece of furniture in my quarters was bolted to a wall, the floor, or the ceiling.
“Thank you.”
“In a few days you should be well enough that I can start showing you around,” he said.
It would be nice to do something other than dwell. But I wasn’t sure I wanted to deal with other people yet. Celeste had such a nasty attitude. She made things oh so much fun. My sarcasm only made things a little less annoying.
“Why exactly does Wolfe want me as crew?” I asked, changing the subject.
Ricky shrugged. “Wolfe has secrets too. And a lot of people want them.”
What secrets did he have? I sipped at the soup. “I don’t think I can do this,” I whispered.
He took the cup from me and held my chin softly, forcing me to look into his eyes. I flinched almost imperceptibly at his touch. I was getting better at hiding it.
“You have to,” he said simply. “Your brother is waiting for you. You have to learn how to survive.”
A tear escaped and slid silently down my cheek. I didn’t wipe it away. I let it mark my face, leaving a salty trail of despair as I defiantly stared back at Ricky, daring him to tell me that it could be worse.
“May I share with you?” he asked. One of his hands cupped my face as the other hovered over my temple.
I jerked back, afraid of what he was going to do.
“I won’t hurt you. I promise.”
Something in my gut clenched, and I wanted to trust him. I wanted to take this chance, to maybe trust someone again, to have a friend in all this. But everything in me screamed no.
 Instead, I said yes.
Ricky’s warm palm rested against my forehead. He closed his eyes and told me to take a deep breath.
The ground seemed like it was sucked out from underneath me. The horrible feeling in the pit of my stomach made me want to throw up. Flashes of images tore through my mind, and I saw what Ricky saw, what he remembered.
There was war.
Thousands of people stood before him. There was so much death and destruction. He held a beautiful woman in his arms, dying as she whispered his name, “Rickynard.”
The crushing weight of guilt and grief drowning him.
Traveling through the vastness of space. Standing next to a man that was his brother. He clapped his shoulder and smiled as fire consumed him.
There were castles on a planet so beautiful it made me cry. Ricky was crowned king in front of millions of subjects.
His father dying as his mother asked Ricky to save him. There was nothing he could do. The wounds were too great.
Hundreds of years passed.
Peace, art, teaching, children, a wife. Memories were flashes of faces, flashes of emotion, the sun setting on the crystal clear ocean, mountains and trees overhanging the coast.
“Shhh, you’re okay.”
Someone was rocking me back and forth. Tears streamed down my face as I held on. It was too much. There were far too many similar feelings, so much pain, and so much love.
“Time will pass. You will heal, as I did.”
My vision cleared, and my surroundings came back to me. I pushed Ricky away and scrambled to the corner of my bed, as far away from him as I could get.
“Now you know. You know a piece of me I’ve never shared with anyone onboard this ship, something that I’ve never shared with anyone in over a hundred years. Fair is fair.” He stood up and studied me. “When I return, we will talk.”
Why did he show me those things? They were things I didn’t understand, and so unfamiliar, so alien, that I wasn’t sure I could comprehend all that I had seen. What I understood was only a fraction of what he had shown me. The rest, my brain couldn’t even register.
It was just as invasive as being touched.




 
Every time I woke up, Ricky was there to hand me something to drink. Every time I drank, it put me straight back to sleep. He kept me sedated for days.
I didn’t blame him. My body needed it, and everything running through my mind would’ve kept me awake. I would never heal that way.
The sedatives gave me strange dreams that I couldn’t remember. Sometimes, it seemed like it was really happening, and then the dream would shift, and I’d know I was dreaming. I didn’t think Wolfe kept talking dolphins on his ship.
I woke up, and Ricky was standing over me as he had been every time before, but he didn’t hand me anything. He appraised me. My eyes felt heavy, and I rubbed at them, trying to see more clearly.
“How long have I been under?” I asked. My voice was little more than a croak after not using it for so long.
“Four days, but you desperately needed the rest.” He helped me sit up and handed me a glass.
I eyed it suspiciously. I didn’t want to go back to sleep.
“It’s just water.”
I gratefully took a sip. It tasted fresh and clear, like it was straight from a mountain spring.
“How do you feel?” he asked me.
I took a quick inventory. Everything hurt, and I was stiff, but I felt much improved from four days before.
“Better,” I answered. I tried moving around a bit. I had more range of motion too.
I went to stand up. Ricky didn’t try to help me, but he watched carefully. I stood shakily, and the first thing I did was go to the bathroom. When I came back, he had food waiting for me.
I should have been hungrier than I was. I nibbled a little, confused.
“I made sure to inject you with daily nutrients,” Ricky explained. He sat in the chair at my desk and watched me eat.
I paced slowly as I nibbled on the bread he had brought. My muscles ached from not moving, but with each step, it eased.
The bed sank as I sat down and finished the bread. “So, what now?”
Ricky didn’t take his eyes off me. I wasn’t sure what he thought might happen, but he was careful around me. Maybe it was the fact that I avoided eye contact with him. I still remembered everything he’d shown me. It had haunted my dreams.
“Technically, you are now part of our crew, but you still have to sign the paperwork to make it official. You can still change your mind if you want, and we’ll drop you off on Anarkia.” I saw him cross his arms out of the corner of my eye, and he waited to see if I would look at him.
I didn’t.
My fingernails were dirty and ragged. I desperately needed a shower.
“How long are you going to avoid looking at me?” he asked.
Jeez. He certainly didn’t beat around the bush. He was so different when we were alone, not at all like he was when there was someone else there.
I shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s hard holding memories that aren’t yours.”
Ricky stood up and walked over to the window, staring out at the space that stretched on forever. He looked like a broken man in that instant. “I know.”
I took a deep breath, careful of my ribs. I winced when they creaked a little against the bandages. I was being selfish. He lived with others’ memories every day of his life. He had no choice. I instantly regretted how I’d acted.
“I want to sign the paperwork,” I stated.
It would be good for me to have the captain and the crew with me. I would blend in better.
“You can’t sign anything without an ident chip.” Ricky crossed the room and stood in front of me, something metallic in his hand. “It serves as all forms of identification. Normally, you are issued one at birth, but since your case is… complicated, I made you one. It will pass any tests or scans as legitimate.”
I took the small metal thing out of his hands and looked at it more closely. How was I supposed to tell this one apart from any other ident chip? If they all looked the same, how would I know which one was mine?
“We wear them around our necks usually, but most people who don’t leave their planet very often keep it in a safe place. There are numbers on the chip.” Ricky pointed to a small bar code I could hardly make out. “You will need to memorize them. I got as close to your social security number as I could get.”
I couldn’t read barcode. I don’t know if he thought it was a normal ability or not, but the lines meant nothing to me. “You’ll have to write it down for me,” I said.
Ricky nodded and handed me one other thing. It was made out of glass, and words glowed on it like a hologram. “This is the ship’s flex. It receives ship updates, and it’s where we store the captain’s log, crew contracts, ship paperwork, and any other vital information pertaining to the Wolfegang. We have to show this if we are boarded by government patrols. This is your contract with your name at the bottom. All you have to do is sign.”
I took the stylus from him and quickly signed next to my printed name before I could second-guess myself.
“Great! I will send you a copy and assign you your own flex. Shortly, we will start your training, and once you have a grasp of everything that is done on the ship, we will assign you a specialty.” Ricky’s grin made him look years younger, more like the guy I first met on the docks.
I was nervous. What if I was terrible at everything? I could barely even move at the moment.
Ricky moved towards my door. “Don’t worry, Katerina. I won’t let you train until you are able to move around again. You might still be sore, but the motion and practice will help you get better quicker.” He grinned again, but this time, it was almost sly. “Think of it as physical therapy.”
I didn’t share his confidence. I was going to blow something up. I was sure of it. My fingers knotted into my blanket.
Ricky left me to myself.
I got in the shower and let the water wash away the nerves.
***
The ship shuddered.
Silence.
There was nothing over the intercom in the seconds following the turbulence, so I guessed it wasn’t serious. Otherwise, they would have called for me.
I carefully slipped a plain black shirt on, mindful of my healing skin. I’d ripped the itchy neckline off, so now it kind of hung from my shoulders. Apparently it had been Celeste’s, but it was far too big for me. I would wear it for the heavy work, for the dirt and grime. Technically, I wasn’t supposed to be doing anything strenuous. Ricky didn’t want me hurting my ribs. Breathing still made me a little sore, but there was little else I could complain about.
It was going to be my first day on the job. I shrugged my shoulders, watching my hair bounce in the mirror. The shirt mostly stayed in place. I decided to put a long-sleeved shirt on underneath. It was cold on the ship, and I didn’t want any skin showing if I could help it. The sleeves covered the yellowing bruises on my shoulders and arms. Self-conscious, I pulled the sleeves down to cover my hands too.
I hadn’t seen anyone but Ricky since the day of my rescue, and I wasn’t sure what to expect. If there was pity in their eyes, I was going to head right back to my quarters. I didn’t want pity. I hated it.
Their sympathy at my ineptness would only remind me of how different everything was and what I’d been through. It wasn’t even the big things that really bothered me, not the spaceships or intergalactic travel, but something as simple as coffee being called java.
It was the little differences in the world, the little reminders of that cell, those men. It’s where I was now that got to me. Those differences made me twitch; they made me want to retreat back to my room. Then sometimes it was the overwhelming feeling that I didn’t belong. The slap-in-the-face reminder that nothing was the same and there was no way I was ever getting back to normal.
The only thing that kept me from falling completely into a sickening black hole of despair was remembering that my brother, my twin, was out there somewhere and that this was a means to an end. It wasn’t really a matter of if I could do it, but that I had to.
 I looked at myself again in the mirror, staring myself down, and tugging at my hair. I didn’t want to get attached to the people aboard this ship. I didn’t want to go through the heartbreak of losing someone again. I would try to keep the captain at arm’s length. Celeste wasn’t really a problem, but Ricky… I didn’t know how I was going to avoid getting close to him. He knew everything. He was the only one I could talk to.
I would just have to figure it out.
I stood up and grabbed my new flex. I would do whatever I needed to find Kris. No matter the consequences.
I stepped outside my room and locked the door. I had a meeting with Ricky before we went over the weapons. Then we had a meeting in the cargo bay that everyone was required to attend, even myself, the newbie.
Closing my eyes, I inhaled deeply, and slowly let it out. I could do this.
I walked down the cold hall and up the few steps to the common room. Ricky was sitting on one of the couches, drinking something hot while he read his flex. He usually read news updates and information on the surrounding planets and ports.
Without looking up, he asked me, “Are you ready to begin?”
“Of course.”
“Have you eaten yet?”
My watch said it was only six in the morning. “No I haven’t.” And I really didn’t feel like it either. Just a cup of coffee, and I’d be okay. It was kind of like breakfast.
“You might want to think about it,” Ricky suggested. “The work we do requires more energy than you’d think, and especially with the alterations to your system we don’t yet know exactly how much energy you use up. The norm no longer applies to you.”
 He was convinced the doctors had done something irreversible to me and changed my body, but I wasn’t sure just how much. “I don’t think I ever really applied to the norm,” I joked. I threw myself into one of the overstuffed chairs.
Ricky sighed, put down his flex, and looked at me. “I don’t find that anything to be ashamed of. Are you going to eat now or not?”
 “Not.”
He stood up and beckoned me to follow him into the hallway. Not far from the common room, he led me down a ladder that led to the landing above the cargo bay. He pulled a lever in the floor and a hatch opened to a hidden tunnel with rungs. If Ricky hadn’t shown me the hatch, I would have walked right by it.
We climbed down the tunnel into a rather large room. There was a console at the front; the lights were blinking, and it had some important-looking buttons. Handheld weapons of every kind covered the wall to my left, while the wall on my right held what looked like ammunition. Rack after rack was filled with bullets, magazines, and cartridges containing balls of pure energy.
“Plasma shots,” Ricky explained.
There were bay windows in each corner of the room, each housing a chair with controls. Near the ammunition was another ladder that went up into the next floor at the prow of the ship.
“Where does that go?” I asked Ricky, pointing to the ladder.
“Command,” he said. “Quick access to both rooms is very useful.”
The first thing Ricky did was show me where the spares were kept. Then he took me over to the wall with the guns. He explained each weapon, their differences, and then their uses. He told me how the ship had two plasma cannons; one could deflect incoming fire while the other focused on destroying the enemy. They shot balls of pure, crackling energy, and the voltage was off the charts.
The ship had a netting system set up to paralyze attacking ships and also had smaller guns anchored below the cannons. Those were controlled by the chairs in the bay windows of the weapons room and had smaller, lower-voltage, plasma bullets.
In the center of the room was a large, metal table with a box of odds and ends underneath it. Ricky said they used the table for cleaning guns mostly.
“You will be learning how to use everything in this room proficiently,” Ricky informed me. 
I took another look around. It was an interesting prospect. A bit overwhelming, but I was kind of excited. Destruction was something I might be very good at.
“Are we showing the human how to play nice?” Celeste asked. Her hips sashayed as she entered the room. She leaned against one of the panels and eyed me. “Too bad humans can never really be proficient at anything.”
Ricky looked unperturbed. “Thank you, Celeste, but unless you want to help with the lesson, I suggest you leave.”
The happy, almost childlike Ricky was gone. In his place was a man who demanded obedience, who would dole out punishment without blinking an eye; someone you never wanted to cross, if only to never find out what he was fully capable of.
I shuddered.
Celeste pretended to ignore him, but I saw her hands tremble for just a second. She sauntered up to me and patted my cheek. “When she’s ready for her hand-to-hand combat training, let me know. I would be delighted to help.”
My skin practically burned at her touch. I didn’t like the edge to her words.
“Uh, I’m looking forward to it.” Actually no, I wasn’t. She scared me more than I wanted to admit.
She left before I could think of anything else to say, which was probably for the best. I really wish I knew why she hated me so much.
For once, Ricky didn’t volunteer an opinion.
“So are there controls for any of the defenses?” I asked. The silence was uncomfortable.
It took a second before his expression returned to normal, calm and relaxed. “Up in Command. Though, you or I might be asked to come down here and man one of the guns if we have multiple attackers,” Ricky explained. “Ninety-nine percent of the time, Celeste has it all under control.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets while he appraised me. “So which one do you want to learn first?”
I looked over the room where Celeste spent most of her time as the first mate and weapons master. “Let’s start from the bottom.” I picked up the smallest plasma pistol from its cradle on the wall. It fit my hand perfectly.
“No one else can use that gun. Our hands are too big. It was scavenged from somewhere I can’t be bothered to remember.” He waved his hand dismissively. “If you want it, you can keep it.”
“Can you teach me how to use it?”
“Sure.” Ricky smiled. “Let’s begin.”
I spent the next few hours learning how to care for the plasma pistol—how to take it apart, clean it, and then put it all back together. Ricky laid all the pieces out on the table and explained the mechanics.
As I worked with Ricky, I found I was curiously interested – alive, even. I watched him as he spoke. Maybe I could live in this world, or at least try. I didn’t have to be happy. I just had to survive and do my job on the ship as well as I could. If I had to do something, I wasn’t going to do it half-assed.
I put the gun down on the table and really looked at Ricky. “Did you do this on purpose?” I asked.
“Now, why would I choose to teach you something that you enjoy? To give you some sort of familiarity in our world?”
Smart-ass.
“I still don’t have to like it.” I crossed my arms and glared at him.
Ricky stared me down. “I know you’re not really interested in having someone care about you right now, but get over it. That’s what I’m doing. I’m caring about you. I’m making sure you have the tools you need to survive.” He rounded the table until he was face to face with me, barely an inch away. “I want you to become the person you could be. You have potential that people these days don’t have. They’ve had it beaten out of them.”
“What are you trying to get at?” I asked. What he said confused me. What potential could I possibly have? I was the one at a disadvantage.
He reached for my face, and I flinched. He ignored me and held my cheek, his long, alien fingers reaching all the way into my hair. He gently brushed it back. There was a tightness in my chest that was hard to explain. His touch raked across my nerves, but I couldn’t bring myself to push him away. Something in his eyes spoke of sadness, and at the same time hope.
“You, Katerina, could make a difference. You could fight back and give everyone like you a chance; some hope that things might get better.”
My eyes widened at his words. What could I possibly do? I was nothing and nobody. I had no way to reach the people.
“Fight back against what? Are you trying to talk me into starting some sort of revolution?” I didn’t want any part of this. Ricky was making me nervous. All I wanted was my brother and that was it.
Ricky removed his hand and looked at it as he thought, tracing the lines on his palm. “No, not a revolution, but there are things you will need to be prepared for. In a universe this big, there are a lot of things you won’t know how to deal with. There are people out there who might look at you for help. I’m just saying think about it. Don’t deny them out of hand.”
I threw up my hands in frustration. “I barely know how to deal with this, with now, this moment with you, let alone anything in the future. I’m done for the day.”
I started to walk away, but when Ricky spoke, his voice was much softer than it had been, and I paused.
“With your condition, you’ll be something people will want, something special. Even now, you’ll be a possession if it’s ever discovered.”
My blood went cold, and I felt frozen to the floor.
“You need to know how to take care of yourself and to fight for your stolen life, to keep secrets and how to hide in the open. I’m trying to help you do that. It has to become natural, like breathing.”
I whipped around, frustrated and confused. “Why are you telling me this? Are you trying to scare me?”
Ricky’s face was sad. “Life will never be easy for you now, but you’ll be able to live in peace if you do as I say. There might even be people out there that can help you.”
Ricky was too much of an optimist. There was a more pressing concern I had than the possibility of a future. “We don’t even know if I’ll live the next six months or not. The cancer could still be there. You don’t know.” I didn’t want to talk about it anymore. I didn’t want to think about it. I’d had enough.
I left.
My hands shook as I walked briskly down the hall. Maybe tomorrow would be better. But I wasn’t going to count on it.




 
“Katerina, you have to pay attention, or you’ll end up shooting yourself in the foot. Quite literally.”
I sighed. It was only the second day of training, but I felt like I was getting worse. I couldn’t remember how to put anything together. I was a walking disaster.
“Maybe I wasn’t meant for this,” I said, putting the rifle down. “Maybe I should learn something else, like cooking.”
Ricky put the rifle back in my hands. “You’ll learn everything. You don’t have a choice.”
He was right. I didn’t have a choice, and based on yesterday’s revelation, I had to master everything he set before me, no matter what.
I was going to master survival. I couldn’t afford to care what others thought of me. I couldn’t afford to let anything stop me, not even my own trepidation. “Fine,” I said. “Show me again.”
He did. He showed me every handheld weapon, and I remembered what I was supposed to do. Then he took me to a new room, the only one on the third tier. He called it the holodeck. The holodeck was almost the entire length of the ship, huge and open with glass walls and a domed ceiling. The glass made it feel like I was standing in open space, nothing between me and the stars.
Ricky set the room’s program, which utilized the entire deck, to weapons practice. Targets popped up all over the room. Each one was a holographic image, but they looked so real.
Ricky placed a device on all the guns, setting them to practice mode, using holographic ammunition. It was very realistic. I had to reload when I was out of ammunition, and the guns carried the same number of bullets in the simulated clip as they did in reality. The guns even had a setting for extended clips. I assumed the extended clip setting was so you could remember how many charges before having to reload. Memorizing how much ammunition I had would be useful in a fight.
I was an awful shot at first. These guns were nothing like my grandfather’s pistol. The kick was slower but much more powerful. The shot made a different sound that threw me off. And each gun had a different charge and reaction time. But once I got those figured out and stored the information in the back of my mind, I was better able to focus. And then my actual ability to hit a target could shine through.
I think my favorite was the hand-held, mini pulse-cannon. I held my ground as the intense force shot forth and the recoil rocked back into me. It required all my strength, but the result was so satisfying. The target blew up into a million pieces and then incinerated into ash.
The room was covered in grey snow. A piece of ash landed on my cheek. I couldn’t feel the hologram, but the experience was so realistic, I imagined I could feel the brush of powder on my cheek and the heat from the blast. I touched my face and watched my finger pass through the ash, amazed.
“Nice shot,” Wolfe commented from the doorway.
I snapped out of my thoughts. I flipped the safety on and set the mini pulse-cannon down, muzzle facing away from us.
I turned. “Sir.”
“No need for ‘sir’. I’m just checking on your progress.”
“She has an aptitude for this sort of thing,” Ricky said. He clasped his hands behind his back, at parade-rest, a military stance I actually recognized. So he considered Wolfe his superior. Interesting, considering what I’d learned about Ricky recently.
“Good. Keep me updated.”
Wolfe was gone before I could think of anything to say.
“Let’s start again.” Ricky motioned for me to pick up the mini cannon.
We went through each gun at least three times until I begged him for rest. Ricky was a hard taskmaster.
“Please, I just want to sleep. My sides are killing me.” The pain from my broken ribs was excruciating. They’d stopped hurting while I rested, but now that I was moving around again, the pain was back.
Ricky immediately looked concerned. He came over and took the gun from me and felt my ribs. I winced when he hit the tender spots.
“Let’s go to the infirmary. Your x-rays are due anyway. It’s only been a sennight since we left Earth.”
“A sennight?” I asked as he put my arm over his shoulders and took most of my weight.
“Yes, seven days.”
“Oh, I know what it is. I was just surprised to hear you say it.”
He was silent as we walked from the holodeck to the medical ward.
“I tend to fall into my natural speech patterns the more time I spend with you. Your mind has a lot of words that aren’t used in modern speech.”
“Is that bad?” I asked.
We had reached the infirmary, and he set me down on one of the gurney beds.
He disappeared into the connecting room. “No, but as you know, we both have things to hide. And Celeste likes to find those things and exploit them.”
He came back with a slightly larger flex than I’d seen so far. ““Lie flat on your back and hold still while I take the x-rays.” He waved the flex over my body slowly.
I moved so I could see what he was doing better.
Ricky pushed me back down. “I told you to keep still.”
I resisted rolling my eyes and waited impatiently for him to tell me when I could move.
“You can sit up now.”
“So that’s an x-ray machine?” I asked as I carefully sat up.
“Yes. Look at this. There are barely any lines now.” He showed me my ribs. There was a little line through the top three ribs on my left side. “This is what it looked like when I first x-rayed you.” He tapped something on the screen and showed me the newly displayed picture. The bones were broken and completely separated, pressing against the skin.
“When I put them back together, the new cells in your body must have started repairing them, and quickly. Do you still have bruising?” He lifted up my shirt and analyzed the yellow tinge to my skin with a little helping of green.
Ricky silently changed the picture on the x-ray flex. The skin over my ribs was black and blue, bruises completely covering my left side, from my hipbone to my sternum. “Your bruises seem to be a few weeks old by human standards.”
I pushed away the flex, pulling down on my shirt. “Yes, I know.”
I’d been watching the healing progress with horror and fascination in my quarters. I checked every few hours, and in a matter of a week, the coloring improved before my eyes. If there was any doubt before that I was different, it was erased now.
“What do you want to do with the documentation?” Ricky asked. “It may help to keep it, to find out exactly what’s going on with your system.”
I looked up at him. “Why would you do that for me?”
He sighed. “I know it’s hard for you to trust me, but I cherish your mind. I would never destroy anything so precious.”
I gave him a weird look. “You’ll have to explain that to me someday.”
Ricky smiled as he helped me off the gurney. “Maybe over tea.”
I laughed. The picture of an alien serving me tea was ridiculous.
“What do you want me to do with the documents?” he asked again.
I thought about it. I would like some answers. “Is there a way to encrypt them?”
“I can encrypt, hide, and put a password on them.”
“Okay, let’s do that.”
He smiled. “Every week, we’ll do a full work up, starting now. Give me your arm.”
I grimaced but gave it to him. “After so many years, you’d think they’d come up with a better way to draw blood,” I said as he stuck a needle in my arm.
“Oh, they did,” he replied. “But this is still the best way to get all the information I need.”
I sighed. Of course. The most information would come from the most painful of ways.
We spent the next few hours in the infirmary. He took x-rays of my entire body and scans of my cranium and brain. He took samples of my spinal fluid, bone marrow, and more than a pint of blood. It hurt more than I cared to admit, especially when he took the sample of my marrow.
The excruciating pain made me sick to my stomach, while the blood loss made me woozy. “I think I’ll go to sleep.”
Ricky put something in my hand. “Not before you drink and eat this.”
I cracked an eye as he put what looked like something trying to be a cookie, and a mug of his concoction in my empty hands.
“I made it a little weaker than normal so it should taste better.”
I took a sip. It wasn’t awful, so I chugged the drink before I could change my mind.
“What is in that?” I handed him the empty mug.
“It’s an ancient Chinese remedy: green tea, ginger roots, and a few other things. It’s hard to come by unless you know where to look.”
I took a bite of the cookie thing. It was terrible. “Why give it to me?” I made a face at the taste of the cookie and put it down, out of Ricky’s sight.
“I was a bit apprehensive to give you any drugs other than a light sedative at first. You seemed to respond well to the Chinese herbs, and being an all-natural medicine, it couldn’t hurt the healing process.” Ricky helped me up again. “I’ll run the rest of the tests tonight and then wake you tomorrow when I’m ready to continue your training.”
“What if I wake up before you’re ready?”
“You won’t wake up before.” He caught me as I fell. My legs had stopped working.
“You drugged me.” I wasn’t really surprised, but I was annoyed.
“A light sedative. You need your rest.”
My eyes wouldn’t open any longer. “I’m getting you back for this.”
“Of course you will.” Ricky kissed my forehead. It was almost fatherly.
I felt him lift me up and carry me down the hall to my quarters. That was the last thing I remembered before falling asleep.
***
“Katerina, it’s time to wake up.”
I felt groggy and tired, and I really didn’t want to get up. That was the very last thing I wanted to do. “Can I have five more minutes?” I asked into my pillow.
“You’ve been asleep all night and almost all of today,” Ricky informed me.
I sat up in panic. “Are you serious?” I threw off the covers and ran to the bathroom. “Why didn’t you wake me?”
“I had to run the tests three more times after the initial run-through.”
I stopped frantically trying to get ready, and looked at him. There were bags under his eyes, and his skin looked washed out. Worst of all, he looked distressed. His flex lay limp in his hand.
“What did you find?” I asked warily. I grabbed the chair and sat, waiting for his answer.
“The only conclusive result is that there are absolutely no traces of cancer in your body, anywhere.”
I let my breath out in relief, a huge weight lifted from my shoulders. I almost couldn’t believe it, but before I could really savor the good news, he continued speaking.
“Other than the cut-and-dry x-rays of your bones, none of my tests came back with any answers. The equipment showed no signs of tumors. Your blood has no sign of deterioration, but there is an anomaly in your body that none of my equipment recognizes. All of the marrow, blood, and brain tests were inconclusive. That anomaly is blocking me from seeing any part of your makeup. A basic cancer test I can do, but a genetic test? I get nothing.”
He handed over the flex and let me flip through everything. My brain scan was cloudy, blurry. All my blood tests were inconclusive, the unknown protein, or whatever it was, shown in red. The same with my marrow test.
“What does this mean?”
He took the flex from my hand and tapped a few things. “I’m wiping all the tests from memory except your x-rays.”
I blinked. That seemed rash. “But what about finding out what the anomaly is, finding out exactly what’s going to happen to me?” I didn’t understand what was going on.
“I don’t have the equipment necessary for that. The only place with that sort of technology is a Federation planet, and right now, we might have some problems with that.”
I frowned. “Well, shit.”
“That’s the conclusion I came to.” Ricky tossed the flex aside in defeat and rested his head in his hands. “Right now, the only thing we can do is document everything that doesn’t have to do with your blood—breathing tests, heart rate and function, endurance, temperature, reaction time, right and left brain activity, and eyesight.”
I sat on the bed, wrapping my blanket around me, and watched him think. “Why does this bother you so much?” I asked. “It’s not something you did or could keep from happening. If something was done to me, it’s already done, and there is nothing you can do. The only person it affects is me.” I didn’t get why he was so stressed over this.
“I don’t like mysteries,” he replied. “And I promised you I would do this.” He rubbed his face one last time. “Let’s get something to eat, and then we’ll go back to the infirmary.”
“You should sleep first.” I got off the bed and opened my trunk, grabbing things to wear without really looking.
“I don’t need a lot of sleep, just a few hours, which I’ll do after we do some more tests.”
I went in the bathroom to change. “No training today?”
“I might have Celeste start you on your hand-to-hand combat.”
I finished dressing quickly just so I could come out and glare at him. “You’re kidding me. My ribs still have hairline fractures! She will kill me with one hit.” I punched the air like I was in Mortal Kombat to get the point across to him. “K.O.”
He sighed, and I could tell he would cede to my point. “Fine, but you should use the time wisely. You could read up on more history. Your mind has been on that a lot lately. Which reminds me: I have a few books for you, things I thought you might want to know.”
I tightened the drawstring on my workout pants and slipped on a pair of comfortable shoes. “Well, thanks, I guess.”
I put on a warm, knit sweater as we walked down the freezing hall to the galley. Ricky wore nothing more than his cargo pants and t-shirt. It was a wonder he wasn’t as cold as I was.
The galley was a warmly lit room with a table in the center surrounded by chairs. So far, it was one of my favorite places on the ship. I noticed Celeste and Wolfe drinking tea together, conversing in soft tones.
I had a weird feeling, like I was intruding on a private moment. I quietly moved to the far wall where there were shelves filled with cans and boxes full of different food items. There was a huge freezer that held whatever fresh fruits, vegetables, and meat items the ship might have acquired. The cooking appliances I didn’t recognize at all. Ricky had always prepared my food. I had no clue how to work any of them.
Ricky pointed to the coffee machine. It was only a tiny bit more high-tech than ones I was familiar with on Earth. “Grab some, and I’ll show you how to do this,” he said.
As I headed over, I nodded to Wolfe and Celeste. “Sir. Ma’am.”
Wolfe smiled. “There is no need to be so formal onboard. Just call me Wolfe.”
I wasn’t trying to be formal. It was simply a show of respect. Their rank was higher than mine. That was it. Why did he make me feel so uncomfortable and weird? He made me question everything I said.
I smiled back, trying to hide how awkward I felt. “I’ll try.” I was in his territory, and I didn’t want to overstep my bounds.
I grabbed my mug of coffee, sweetened it, and added powdered milk. I assumed they didn’t have any cinnamon. I didn’t see any, and I didn’t want to ask. What if cinnamon was hard to get? I really didn’t want to prompt an awkward conversation. It was the last thing I needed right now.
I went to where Ricky was fiddling with the appliances along a steel counter.
“So, just think of what you want to eat, get the ingredients, put them in here, and then code in the recipe.” Ricky pointed out the door to throw the ingredients in and where the number codes for the recipes were, then showed me how to scroll through old recipes and how to make new ones. It looked like a gigantic steel microwave.
“For some of these, you’ll want to look at the ingredients before you try it. We do have some pretty exotic dishes programmed. You might end up eating something still alive.”
“They always taste the best when they’re still moving,” Celeste’s silken voice drifted over me.
I shuddered involuntarily. I couldn’t help but imagine her eating something as it helplessly pleaded with its eyes.
Ricky continued talking as if he didn’t hear her, but from the way he clenched his jaw, he saw at least one, if not both of our thoughts. I hugged myself, still trying to get warm.
“It’s fine, Ricky. I’ll figure it out from here, thank you,” I whispered.
I pressed the code for oatmeal. It sounded safe enough, and it was warm. I put an empty bowl in with the raw ingredients, closed the door, pressed enter, and voila. Three seconds later, I had a steaming bowl of oatmeal with nuts, dried fruit, and some sweetener substitute for the honey we didn’t have.
I sat on the far end of the table, as far away from Celeste as I could get. There was only the one table in the galley, a big dining table that could easily fit ten people. I sipped my coffee and took a small bite of the oatmeal. It wasn’t bad, but the flavors were different than I expected, kind of bland.
“We have breakfast from 0600 to 1100. Not at 1730,” Celeste informed me.
“Not where I’m from,” I replied.
“And where might that be?” she asked, her eyes narrowing.
“Oh, you know, Earth.”
“Your accent is strange. What country?” Wolfe asked me.
An alarm rang through the room. Celeste growled and went to go check on it.
No one seemed really concerned, so I guessed it wasn’t serious. She didn’t look happy about missing out on a chance to grill me for any details about my life.
“I moved around a lot,” I said. It was the only answer I could offer without giving myself away and letting on exactly how much I still didn’t know about the ‘modern’ Earth.
“Your profile doesn’t exist in the government records. Why is that?” Wolfe took a sip of his coffee as he watched me.
I shrugged. “I don’t have anything to hide.” I had everything to hide.
“Then you won’t mind me asking a few questions.” He seemed pleasant enough, but something in his tone made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. “It’s impossible to exist in this galaxy without an identification chip. You are issued one at birth. Why didn’t you have an ident chip until Ricky made you one?”
I wasn’t sure I could just say I lost it. I didn’t know enough to lie convincingly. I’d only skimmed the last five hundred years. I stared straight at him, straining not to glance at Ricky for help.
You were reported KIA on a research expedition when your ship crashed on a deserted planet. It took you a while to find a way back home. And before you could fix the problem, you were arrested. I could hear Ricky’s voice, but his mouth didn’t move. So his telepathy worked both ways…interesting.
I repeated the words exactly.
Wolfe looked to Ricky for confirmation, seeing if I was lying. I was, but I had the sheer luck of having an orange alien on my side. Ricky nodded, and I breathed again.
“And your name is Katerina Anderson?” He rubbed his chin as he appraised me. The muscles in his arms flexed as he moved.
For the first time, I was a little afraid of him. “Yes. That was the name I was born with.”
“Katerina.” It was like he was testing out the syllables of a word he’d never seen before. “What a beautiful name. I don’t believe I’ve heard it before,” Wolfe mused.
“Thank you. But just call me Kat.” I wasn’t sure if I was in the clear, but his intensity seemed to be diminishing. Maybe this was an actual conversation instead of an interrogation.
“Kat.” He seemed to roll my name around on his tongue like wine. “So you like to read?”
“Yes.” I started to play with a piece of my hair. He watched me twirl it around my fingers.
“Are you nervous?” he asked.
The little piece of hair fell from my lifeless fingers. It seemed like yesterday Kevin had asked me the same thing. My chest constricted, and I had to remember to breathe.
“Are you all right?” Wolfe asked.
I cleared my throat. “Yes, I’m fine. And no, I’m not nervous.”
“Hm.”
I looked over at Ricky, who had been inconspicuously eating his food at the table the whole time. He looked unconcerned, but I felt his mind brush mine in a reassuring way.
“Well, I’ll have more time to talk later. I have some paperwork I need to do. You should stop by my office.” Wolfe stood up, reminding me just exactly how tall he was and how wide his shoulders were.
“Uh, yeah, I will.” I stood up too, banging my legs into the table and almost knocking over my mug. I caught it before I panicked and caused further damage. “Sorry,” I muttered.
“It’s all right. I’ll see you later, Kat.” I could see a hint of a smile as he left the galley.
Jeez, I was such an idiot.




 
“So, are you ready?” Ricky asked me.
“Whenever you are,” I muttered. With all that pent-up adrenaline running through me from the conversation with Wolfe, I really wanted to get out of the galley. The room suddenly felt tiny. It wasn’t that small really, but all the tension was making me claustrophobic.
When we got to the infirmary, Ricky put stickers over my heart, lungs, and forehead. They were wirelessly connected to a machine that monitored all of my vitals. Then he stuck me on the treadmill and told me to run. I ran for over an hour as he watched me and the monitors closely.
I didn’t get tired or winded at all. I felt my muscles strain as I pushed harder and harder, but they accommodated the stress rather than overloading and giving out. When I hit two hours, Ricky made me stop. I was finally breathing heavily, and I had a stitch in my side. My ribs were sore again. I sat down to drink some water while I watched him look over everything.
“All right, I think that’s all I’ll have you do today. You should see Wolfe before you retire to your room. You can stop by my quarters to grab those books I told you about if you prefer. I should be there in a little bit.” Ricky walked into the adjoining room as he scanned the flex with my data.
I followed him in, curious why he was dismissing me so idly. He sat down at a desk cluttered with medical equipment I didn’t recognize, and his desk displayed his work in 3D images, mapping out my system with his computer. A few empty cups sat among the mess. His feet were up on the desk as he read my file. It looked as if he’d completely forgotten about me.
“Ricky?”
“Hm?”
“Are you going to let me know how I did?”
“Your endurance is stupendous. Any further information has to wait. I don’t know enough. I have some studying to do myself.”
I heard the dismissal in his statement and gave up. I turned to leave and heard him clear his throat.
Celeste is listening in. I will see you in my quarters. Ricky’s voice again.
I continued to leave as if I hadn’t heard anything. I walked straight to my quarters. I was sweaty and gross, so I hopped in the shower to clean up before I went to see Wolfe. I wondered how Celeste was listening. The surveillance system would probably alert Wolfe to her activities, but she probably didn’t care.
There had to be a way to keep her from eavesdropping. If I did figure out a way to prevent it, it would just make her more suspicious. I sighed. Mental communication was best then, but we had to be extra careful about everything else. I couldn’t afford for her to find out my secrets.
Experimentation would be a surety at that point.
I changed into some pants and a shirt and headed over to the captain’s office. It was the first time I felt warm since being aboard the ship. I knocked and waited for him to acknowledge me before I stepped in.
“Sir,” I greeted him as I came forward.
He glanced down, his face wrinkling into a frown. “Aren’t your feet cold?” he asked.
I looked down and saw that I was still barefoot. Damn. I was doing a pretty awful job at pretending to be normal. “Uh, not really, sir.” I hadn’t been paying attention. The whole Celeste issue distracted me, but now that he mentioned it, my feet were a little chilly with my body temperature cooling down after the run.
“Why don’t you sit down?” he suggested, pointing to one of the arm chairs in front of his desk. He didn’t push the matter.
I looked around as I did so, taking in his office. There were books covering the wall behind his desk, a locked metal case to my left—I guessed weapons—and on the right, another door leading to the command. His personal quarters had to be somewhere close. I didn’t see his room as I passed by the crew quarters.
Wolfe perched on the edge of his desk and looked at me. I crossed my legs and let him look. I was done with the circling; he’d attack me, or he wouldn’t.
“Our business is more complex than just delivering cargo and passengers,” he said. “We hit our first stop tomorrow. Now that you are considered crew, I wanted to see if you were interested in the rest of our entrepreneurialism. I can brief you on it tomorrow.”
“What would I need to know?” I didn’t expect him to offer me another job that was for sure. Wonders never cease, they say.
“Ricky’s training will be quite sufficient. If there is one thing in particular that you seem to be better at, he will specialize you in that, but for now, we’ll keep to the basics.”
Basics? Maybe for someone in the infantry, but I wasn’t ready to go to war, if that’s what he meant.
“I know you’re probably skeptical, but I assure you, it’s no more dangerous than an average job.”
“All right,” I agreed. Anything to keep me distracted from my personal issues. “I can try it out.”
“Great! Tomorrow at 1000, we will need you in the cargo bay.”
“I’m assuming you mean military time.” I didn’t want to sound dumb, but I also didn’t want to be late.
“Yes. I apologize for not being clearer. We all were in the military at one point or another, so it remains easier. Were you ever in the service?” He sat in the armchair next to me.
“No.” I looked at the floor. “My grandfather was though.”
“You know,” Wolfe said thoughtfully. “There is something about you that reminds me of myself when I was younger, though I can’t seem to pinpoint it.”
I looked up. My eyes locked on his, and I dared him to say it was because we both had secrets. I didn’t need any more people in my head. I had far too many as it was.
“I’ll let you know if I come up with the answer.” He smiled. “In the meantime, get some rest. How are you doing on the ship? How is the healing process?”
I didn’t blink. It was far better than he could imagine. “You know, it’s slow. But nothing I can’t handle.” I tugged the sleeves as far down my arms as I could so that they covered my hands.
I should still have stitches from the knife wounds, but I didn’t. They were just raw scars now. Those hadn’t been as deep as the cuts on my back, which were already scabbing. A few times, I thought about scratching them off, just in case anyone aside from Ricky wanted to look at them. I would if I could’ve reached.
“Well that’s good to hear. You were in pretty bad shape when I found you.” He stepped forward, standing too close. His finger touched my jawbone and tilted my face to the side so he could see the cut there, the one I worked on every day. The pain from reopening the wound was excruciating, but I was more worried about what he would do if he found out how quickly it was healing.
“It looks better,” he stated. I couldn’t see any suspicion in his eyes.
I decided he was done touching me. There was only so much I could stand. I stood up and stepped to the side so that he knew I didn’t want a reassuring hug or something else.
This man was too much of a dichotomy for my comfort. One second, he was harder than steel, a sharp edge that gleamed under the surface of his cool demeanor, and then the next, he was fluttering over me, worried and sensitive. I couldn’t tell when I was going to get one or the other – something I really needed to work on. Reading his moods would help.
“Thank you for the offer to help with the job, Captain. I will see you tomorrow in the cargo bay.” I walked out stiffly. Manners could be a shield if you knew how to use them.
The second I closed the door, I ran down the halls to Ricky’s quarters as quickly as I could until I was banging on his door.
“I’m coming!” I could hear him moving around. “Don’t knock the door down if you can help it,” he muttered.
The door slid open, and I plowed past him. The encounter with Wolfe left me anxious. He touched me. I wasn’t ready for touch. I barely let Ricky touch me. Unless I was fighting, I didn’t want someone that close if I could help it.
“Are you okay?” Ricky asked as he touched the keypad to shut the door.
I was getting really tired of people asking me that. “Yes, I’m fine. Can’t you tell?” I threw myself into the nearest chair and closed my eyes.
“Of course,” his voice got louder as he stepped closer. I heard him sit in the chair next to mine. “Here are the books I spoke of.” He placed the books on the table next to me.
I opened my eyes and looked at him. “I don’t know what to do.”
“About Chase?”
Ricky always mentioned Wolfe by his first name, which was interesting since he still considered him his superior. Maybe it had something to do with how much older Ricky was.
“Yes. Can you please tell me why he acts like a crazy person?”
Ricky laughed. “I don’t know if I can really explain that away, but he does what he does because he cares for his people. And now you are one of them. Though, he still wants to make sure you’re not a threat. He doesn’t really know anything about you because I won’t tell him everything I know. I think that’s the first time since we’ve met that he hasn’t known everything he wanted about someone. You are officially his biggest mystery.”
I threw my hands up in the air. “I would rather not be. I don’t need his pity or interest.” I looked around the room. It was the first time I’d been in Ricky’s personal quarters.
Ricky crossed his legs. “It’s not pity,” he explained.
His room was full of warmth. It was bigger than mine. His bed was against the wall, neatly made. In the corner, next to a window, was a small table with two chairs, and a vase filled with fake roses sat atop it. The door to the bathroom was on my right, and he had an antique dresser against the far wall, next to his table. Pictures covered the walls. Some, I even recognized. He had a copy of a Monet painting amongst his treasures. It was all very British, early eighteenth century.
Everything was so full of color and comfort. I was surprised at all the little knick knacks he had displayed. I resisted the urge to get up and take a closer look, maybe feel the fabric on his bed.
“Whatever it is, I’m not interested,” I declared. I spotted a tea set on his table. So he really wasn’t joking about having tea with me.
Ricky saw what I was looking at and smiled. “I pick things up across the galaxy, things that catch my eye.”
I could tell. It looked like there were a thousand different remnants of cultures crammed into his room.
“Where did you find all this?” I asked, indicating all of his random artifacts.
“My species lives for hundreds of years. I’ve been collecting for a long time,” Ricky replied.
I wondered how long, but decided against asking just yet.
“What is the job we’re supposed to be doing tomorrow?” I asked, completely changing the subject.
Ricky stood and crossed the room to a small shelf crammed with books and loose papers. “Chase wanted to be the one to tell you about it, so I’ll leave that to him.”
Annoyed, I kept my mouth shut instead of arguing with him. I just needed some time to myself, to gather my wits and the small bit of sanity I had left.
I watched him pick up a book, look at it, and then carefully put it back. I wasn’t sure what he was doing, but I grabbed the books he had for me off the table.
I eyed them closely as I spoke, “Thank you for letting me borrow these. Anything specific I should look out for?”
He turned and smiled at me, a huge, dusty book in his hands. “I marked them for you.”
I stood, feeling awkward. I didn’t feel like any of my questions about the captain had really been answered, but I did feel more calm than I had after speaking to Wolfe. “Thanks again, Ricky. I’ll see you around.”
I left his quarters quietly and let the door close behind me before I walked up the hall to the passengers’ quarters. I hadn’t yet moved to crew quarters. I probably should to show solidarity, or whatever.
I keyed in my passcode, and the door opened to my room. It was quiet, my tiny little sanctuary. I sat on the bed and just took a breath.
Something about Wolfe rattled me. I dropped my head in my hands. I couldn’t believe I’d forgotten to put on shoes. I shook my head. I would just pretend it never happened. I couldn’t tell if I was embarrassed or just annoyed that I had to wear shoes in a place I now lived.
My feet were a little cold though.
I put on some socks as I tried to pinpoint what about Wolfe had me on edge. Maybe it was that he reminded me so much of Kevin. Kevin had been a totally different person when we were alone compared to when there were others around us, just as Wolfe seemed to be.
To be on the safe side, I wanted to keep it strictly business with Wolfe, nothing informal if I could help it. It would be “Captain” or “Sir.” If he wanted us all to be friends, I’d consider calling him by his name when I knew him a little better.
I grabbed the books that Ricky had given me. There was a book on his race, the Olkchen, one about Celeste’s race, the Sarmatians, and there was also a history book. Ricky had marked a few, very key points; things that would help me adapt to the ways of the people I was now surrounded by.
I curled up on my bed and put aside the history and Olkchen books and started reading about the Sarmatian race.
I figured I’d start with the one I least trusted.
The book looked old—I had no idea how old—but it was in English. Wonder of wonders. I opened the book to the first marked section, and it described their general features, the tendency towards unrealistic beauty in both the males and females, and mentioned their natural characteristics such as height. I checked the author. It was written by a human. Celeste was average for her people at around six-foot-three. But what really interested me was the part where Ricky marked her species’ weaknesses.
I set the book aside, keeping my place. I would need to read it later, when I could concentrate better. I didn’t want to miss anything. Knowing Celeste’s weaknesses would be very helpful, as well as knowing a little more about where she came from. Maybe then I would understand why she was the way that she was.
I glanced at the table next to my bed and saw the flex Ricky had given me. I grabbed it and hesitated for just a second before I went to a search page and entered a name. 
A picture of Kevin popped up. I looked at it for a long time and tried to tell myself that that part of my life was gone forever. I told myself over and over.
I still didn’t want to believe it. I knew it would be a long time until I did fully believe.
I switched over to another page and entered another name. I stared at my brother’s mug shot. His hair fell into his eyes, and he stared at the camera with darkness. Darkness I recognized, because I saw it in the mirror, in my own reflection.
I was playing at cowboys and aliens, and I had no idea how I was ever going to find Kris.




 
I slipped on my boots, and then twisted my hair up and off my shoulders. The shorter pieces fell in my face. I stared into my eyes in the mirror. I didn’t like how I looked. I was foreign to myself, and I hated it.
Ricky said more of my genes had been altered than should have been. The medical supplies onboard had nowhere near the capabilities required to figure out what had been done to me. Somehow, we had to get a hold of that equipment.
It wasn’t even that I looked bad. I was in the best shape of my life. Really, I didn’t look too different. It was this sense of other, just something not normal about the way I looked. I turned away from my gaze, feeling uncomfortable.
“Kat?”
I started, the quiet voice scaring the shit out of me. I looked up at Wolfe through the mirror. “Yes, Captain?”
He stood in my doorway, his feet placed shoulder width apart and his hands clasped behind his back. Everything about him screamed military.
“Are you ready to help us unload some cargo? We just arrived at our stop.”
“Of course.” I hadn’t expected him to come fetch me.
He smiled and then led the way. I followed him out of my quarters and down the stairs into the cargo bay. Ricky and Celeste were already there waiting. She did not look happy to see me.
“What is she doing here? Shouldn’t she be cleaning the galley or some such thing?” Celeste demanded.
Ricky glared at her.
Wolfe crossed his arms and said, “Not today. I want her to learn our trade, as well as the ship.”
“I do not think that is a good idea,” she protested, hands on her hips.
“I do,” Ricky said. “Here, I’ll show you, Katerina.” He came and grabbed my hand and pulled me over to him.
I noticed that there was a handle in the floor of the cargo bay. My curiosity piqued; the day suddenly looked a whole lot more interesting.
Wolfe came over, entered a code into the keypad next to the handle, and then lifted the door. Underneath was a completely different cargo bay. The boxes were labeled with numerical codes on the side of each one.
I immediately wanted to know what was in the boxes. I bit my tongue against the onslaught of questions I had. It was probably best I didn’t know.
“We’re transporting this to specific coordinates that were relayed to us. You are not to talk to anyone but the crew about anything you see or hear,” Wolfe warned.
“Awesome.” I grinned. This was going to be fun.
He jumped down into the pit, and the shadows swallowed up the details of his face. Celeste followed. He caught her and helped her down, his hands lingering on her hips.
I looked away. Their intimacy was like a slap in the face. A quick and brutal reminder of how alone I was.
That could change; a small voice in the back of my mind quickly reminded me. I didn’t have to be alone until I found my twin, but that required doing something I wasn’t sure I could do. I didn’t want to let anyone get close to me, and I wasn’t even sure I could.
I didn’t stop to think before I jumped down into the second cargo bay and landed in a graceful crouch. I stood slowly as I glanced up at the entrance. It was a good twenty feet above me, and I barely felt the impact.
Shocked, I quickly moved out of Ricky’s way so he had space to land. I shouldn’t have been able to make that jump so effortlessly, especially so soon after my injuries. It was like my body knew what it was doing all by itself. It was compensating for things I normally couldn’t do, or didn’t think I could do.
A week ago, I would have landed on my face. Dance classes had only made me kind of clumsy instead of completely so. That grace shouldn’t have been possible. Believe me-—I had tried to learn countless times before. The only grace I had was behind the wheel of a car.
That landing wouldn’t have been possible before the doctors did whatever they had done to me, and it looked like I had a lot to learn about just exactly how much I had changed.
My hands were shaking. I quickly put them in my pockets before Wolfe or Celeste could see how unnerved I was.
I wished I knew the extent of what the doctors had done. I really needed to find Kris. He would know something, and then I wouldn’t be alone.
I leaned against one of the boxes and traced the numbers designating what was inside. I glanced over at Wolfe and Celeste, but they were completely absorbed in a list and the impending job.
Ricky landed on the ground with a whisper, but my eyes were still on the captain and his first mate. Ricky came and stood next to me. The only reason I even knew he was there was because the air pressure around me shifted slightly.
“Don’t waste your time being afraid. Learn what you can do. Maybe they can be gifts,” he said. He touched my shoulder in a reassuring way before he was gone, helping Celeste load a box onto a platform.
Maybe these new abilities could help me instead of make me an outcast. They might help me find Kris. I felt hope spark inside of me, but I desperately wanted to squash it. Hope could easily turn into a curse.
Wolfe beckoned for me, and I quickly crossed to his side. He had me find the boxes that corresponded with the numbers on the list. Then the boxes were loaded onto a platform that raised them to the main level. It took us almost three hours to get all the right boxes, mark them against inventory, and then lift them onto the main level of the cargo bay.
Then, we had to load them from the cargo bay onto the freighter—a kind of off-road truck. Once everything was in place, I jumped in the back of the freighter and sat down on one of the boxes. Wolfe sat in the driver’s seat, and Celeste sat next to him with a loaded rifle. Ricky took a seat next to me with his own guns, which were nearly as tall as I was, and had links of bullets running down to the floor in a pile.
“Expecting trouble?” I asked.
“You never know.” Ricky winked.
Great, now I wished I had a weapon too.
Ricky handed me the little pistol he had given me. I’d left it in the weapons room, not knowing I might need it so soon. Gratefully, I took it from him and tucked the pistol into my waistband at the small of my back.
The cargo bay doors opened and a gust of warm, salty air came in. I breathed deeply, fighting the lump in my throat. It reminded me of home, my beautiful California beaches. Wolfe pressed something on the dashboard and waited. An electrical field came up and surrounded the ship.
“It’s a defense shield,” Ricky explained to me in hushed tones. With no one left on the ship it made sense. “It’s also portable and can be activated remotely.” He smiled. “The captain designed it himself.”
That was amazing. There were so many possibilities with a portable shield. You didn’t have to use it just for the ship. Theoretically, we could use it to shield ourselves anytime we were off the ship. I wondered if anyone else had thought of that.
“You might want to hold on to something.” That was all the warning I got before the freighter zoomed off. I scrambled for purchase as we flew down the beach.
I looked around as we drove down the beach, having no idea where we were going. The waves crashed against the sand. The only sign that we were on an alien planet and not Earth was the purple moon, visible even in the bright sunlight. It hung over the ocean, meeting the horizon, almost close enough to touch. I wanted to see what it looked like at night, if this planet even had a night.
I could feel apprehension growing as I watched the unfamiliar landscape whiz by. It would really suck if I got shot; something I wasn’t interested in experiencing.
Apparently, our job was all on a need-to-know basis, and I probably didn’t need to know. I shrugged it off. I was still new. I couldn’t take it so personally. They would eventually trust me, even if not all of them liked me.
We went a few more miles and then stopped at an unremarkable spot and waited. No one spoke. They hardly moved. I scratched at my arm and shifted.
I blinked, and three men suddenly occupied the empty space in front of us. They looked like Native Americans with their dark red skin, long black hair, but their eyes were an endless black.
I didn’t dare move a muscle.
The tallest took a step forward. Wolfe got off the freighter and walked up to him. They exchanged hushed words, but I could still make them out. My eyes popped open at what I heard.
It seemed we were transporting medical supplies and medicine that fetched quite a hefty price on some kind of black market. The supplies appeared to be extremely difficult to acquire legally.
They shook hands. Credits were transferred. In a span of seconds, more men swarmed over the boxes. I barely got off the truck in time to avoid being carted away.
The one I assumed was the leader placed a very old piece of paper into Wolfe’s waiting hands. The captain treated it like it was precious, worth more than the credits he’d received.
With the boxes gone, Wolfe got back into the driver’s seat, and we sped off, back towards the ship. I kept my mouth shut, even though I was dying to ask a million questions.
“That went well. I always enjoy dealing with them,” Wolfe said.
Celeste nodded. The doors to the cargo bay opened, and the shield dropped. Everybody hopped off as soon as the freighter stopped.
I stood there in the hold and looked around, confused by their nonchalance. “So… you smuggle illegal cargo to shady people?”
“Yes,” Wolfe answered. He looked at me funny.
“And the piece of paper that guy gave you?” I asked.
“A map I’ve been trying to get my hands on for over a year.” Wolfe looked like a child on Christmas Day.
“Chase,” Celeste warned.
“No, she has a right to know. It’s supposed to be the way to a cache of antique Earth art, worth a fortune,” he explained to me.
What had I gotten myself into? I pushed back the strands of hair that kept falling in my face and looked at Wolfe closely. “So you’re treasure hunters as well?”
“Yes.” Wolfe was already unfolding the map and walking up the metal stairs towards his office.
“Okay. Just so I know,” I muttered, not that he was listening to me. At least I wouldn’t get bored.
***
I waited for the sun to set before I left my room. I locked everything up and then headed to the beach. My toes squelched through the wet sand. I stood at the edge of the water and watched it lap over my feet. The air was still balmy. I rolled up my pants and walked out until the water hit my knees. The moon made the whole ocean glow an iridescent purple. It was gorgeous.
I heard the sand shift and squeak with footsteps behind me.
“You could be related to Celeste in this light,” Wolfe said.
I smiled. My skin glowed as purple as the water and the sand in the moonlight.
I could hear his heart beating behind me.
“She would stab you if she ever heard you say that,” I joked. I thought I could feel him smile.
“Does what we do for a living bother you?” Wolfe asked. He almost sounded insecure, which surprised me. Why would he care so much about what I thought?
“No.”
He made a noise. I waited it out. I didn’t want to give in and ask ‘why’ like he wanted me to. I heard him step closer, and I could feel the warmth from his skin against my back. It made me a little nervous.
“I was worried that you would leave,” he said, his voice quiet.
I still didn’t know why he cared so much about me. I’d done nothing but put him and his makeshift family in danger since I booked passage on his ship. Ricky and Wolfe had to be crazy. For whatever reason, I distracted them from the truth that I was not valuable. I was dangerous, maybe even a liability.
“I have nowhere else to go. Besides,” I looked over my shoulder at him. “You don’t scare me.”
He reached out to me, and I jerked away.
“I would prefer not to be touched.” I couldn’t even look at him when I said it. The reasons why were obvious. Barely more than a week ago, I’d been tortured, and my basic human rights violated.
But this was more than that. This was me keeping my promise to myself. I wasn’t going to let him in. I didn’t want him to get past the walls I’d built around myself. Maybe we could be friends, but that was as far as I was willing to give in.
His hand dropped to his side, and he looked stricken, as if suddenly remembering what he’d rescued me from. “I’m so sorry.”
“Don’t worry about it.” I dove into the water. When I resurfaced, he was staring at me and awkwardly rubbing the back of his neck.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
I resisted rolling my eyes at him. “What does it look like I’m doing? I’m enjoying the water.” I treaded water as I watched him stand on the beach, looking unsure.
“You know there are flesh-eating fish in that water?”
I paused, panic slowly lapping at me. “Are you serious?”
“No,” he laughed. “The most dangerous organism in that water is the plankton.” Wolfe took off his boots.
“Are they flesh-eating?” I asked. He was making me suspicious.
“No, they’re merely boring bacteria.” He jumped in, splashing me.
I wiped the water from my face. He resurfaced, grinning at me. I splashed him back. It was surprisingly warm, almost like a bath. I floated on my back and stared at the purple moon. I could stay there forever.
“I used to do this a lot with my little sister,” Wolfe confessed.
He had a sister? I wondered where she was now. “I used to go skinny dipping with my friends after we got drunk at our beach parties.”
There was silence. I peeked over at him. He looked completely baffled, so I smiled. He was quite amusing when he was confused. I tried to let go of the bad memories. I wanted to enjoy the water and the beach. I had no idea when I would see one again.
“I’m just messing around,” I teased. “Have you ever heard of surfing?”
He swam further out into the water. “Yes.”
“Does anyone still do it?”
“All the time.” He gave me an odd look.
I realized I was giving too much away. “I should go in.” I started swimming back towards shore.
“Wait.”
I hesitated and looked back at him. His form was shadowed by the moon, the purple light casting a soft glow against his skin. The way he looked at me just then, I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t let him in even a little. It hurt too much.
I was still so very stuck in my past. It wasn’t all that long ago I’d been on a beach with my best friends Trent and Victoria; at least, it didn’t feel that long ago to me, not in my mind. I couldn’t seem to separate my old life from this new one. The sadness and grief wouldn’t let me. Tears pricked my eyes, and I felt my throat close up.
“I’ll see you back at the ship,” I said, my voice hoarse.
I left him there, hoping my pain wasn’t as obvious as I suspected it was.
When I got back, I showered, the hot water pounding my shoulders and back, releasing some of the tension. The water hiding my tears.




 
The next morning, I was sitting in the common room in my favorite easy chair, sipping what passed for coffee on this ship. It was all organic, light roast decaf. The milk was powdered. It wasn’t bad, but I missed my strongly caffeinated coffee – what everyone else called java. Honestly, it was hugely disappointing, but better than nothing. Next time we stopped for supplies, I was definitely going to make sure I was there to monitor the coffee purchasing.
“I think I figured it out!” Wolfe ran into the common room waving his precious paper around. I jerked and spilled coffee all down my front.
“Jeez!” I exclaimed. “Could you maybe not do that?” I was cranky in the morning.
He didn’t hear me. I pointlessly dabbed at my shirt and sighed. I was going to have to change.
“Where are the others?” he asked.
“I don’t know. It’s not like I have a homing beacon on them or anything.” Okay, maybe I was being a little sharp, but who wouldn’t be after having scalding hot coffee poured down their front? Honestly.
“Okay, well I’ll show you.” He sat down on the arm of my chair, uncomfortably close. The smell of sandalwood wafted over me, warm and musky.
“Uh, Captain, can I have a little room?”
“Do you see this?” he asked me, pointing to some dot on the paper. He must not have heard me.
I glanced at the map. “Yeah.” I continued to try to clean up my ruined shirt. Of course I was wearing white, naturally. But it gave me something to do so that I didn’t have to look at him. It gave me a reason to put space between us.
“This is where the artifacts are supposed to be hidden. I’ve just been looking at it wrong!”
“So, now what?” I asked. This whole map thing might be more interesting if I knew what he was talking about.
“I need to find Ricky and Celeste so that we can plot a course to get there,” Wolfe said. He was talking more to himself than to me. “But we need funds to do that. It’s going to be a long trip, and we need to stock up on supplies and fuel.”
Wolfe paced around the common room, not taking his eyes off of the map for even a second. “We’ll stop at the planet Speed before continuing on to Anarkia,” he continued. “We should be there tomorrow.”
“Speed?” I asked. Something tickled at my memory. Suddenly, Wolfe had my full attention.
“Yes, Speed. It’s the only racing planet that uses antique, driving machines,” he explained. “It creates a more dangerous environment. Did you know that hundreds of years ago, humanity used what was called a piston engine that used controlled explosions to run?” He got up and grabbed my coffee cup from me and refilled it from the carafe on the table.
“You mean cars?” I asked, just to be clear on the ‘antique’ aspect of his description. Did Wolfe refill my cup because he was the one to spill it? Maybe there was a part of him that listened.
“Yes.” He handed me back my cup.
I muttered a thank you and took a sip. Racing on a planet called Speed? There was something there I was forgetting. I put the cup down, my annoyance at the ruined shirt forgotten.
I stood up. “I have to check something,” I told him and headed to my quarters.
When I reached my quarters I entered the code and stepped through the door. I stripped off my wet shirt and walked over to my desk, trying to remember. I rifled through my papers, not really looking for anything in particular. My fingers stopped on my brother’s letter:
“Don’t worry; I’ll take care of everything. If anything goes wrong, remember Speed Racer.”
He must have meant Speed, the planet. That had to be what he was talking about. I slipped the note into my pocket and grabbed another shirt, yanking it on as I left the room. Somehow, my shirt got caught on my elbows, and I couldn’t see. I ran into someone. I finally pulled it on the rest of the way and looked at who I’d run into. Celeste. Of course it was her. My day was just getting better and better.
“You smell like bad java,” she stated, crossing her arms and looking at me with her patented, judgmental gaze.
“Well, I wasn’t the one who picked it out,” I snapped back. I tried to rearrange my hair so that it wasn’t sticking in all directions but failed miserably.
She sniffed at me.
I gave up and ruffled it more instead. “Can you please move?” I didn’t want to think about how angry I was probably making her sure I’d regret it later.
“What?” she demanded.
I didn’t have time for this. I pushed past her and walked down the hall to Ricky’s room. I knocked twice.
“Come on in, Katerina.” The door slid open, and I stepped through. He was waiting for me.
I was never going to get used to that. I handed over my brother’s note without saying a word.
“So this is it, huh?” He read it over and then handed it back to me. “How do you expect to find what you’re looking for?”
I shrugged. “Ask around. Pray that I’m lucky enough to find a needle in a haystack the size of a planet. I don’t even really know what I’m going to be looking for, but you do believe that’s what he was talking about?” I asked.
“Most likely, but realistically, this letter is years old. It might not do you any good.” Ricky leaned against the wall with his hands in his pockets. He looked so casual… for an alien.
I stood there, staring at the words my twin brother had written. “I know, but it’s hope.” That stupid hope again.
Ricky led me further into his room and pulled out the chair at the table. “Have some tea.”
I sat down, feeling very underdressed. He poured me some tea and put two lumps of sugar in it, then sat down and poured himself a cup. He made a contented noise as he sipped. “Finding good tea is getting harder each year,” he commented.
I just sipped at it as I absorbed more of Ricky’s personality. I felt like there was always something new to learn about him.
“So, how was the beach last night?” he asked. His eyes were laughing at me over his teacup.
I choked. “Excuse me?”
He shrugged. “The captain seemed disgruntled.”
I made a noise of indifference. I wasn’t interested. I really didn’t care, and I didn’t want to know.
Ricky chuckled. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”
I sighed and set my cup down. “I have no idea what I’m doing.”
He half smiled. “I believe you do.”
“I guess.” I wasn’t sure, but I was just trying my best to protect myself. That was all.
Ricky took my hand. “We’ve been waiting for someone like you to come along.”
I looked at him skeptically. “Someone like me?”
“No, I guess not someone like you, but someone who is you. It’s been pretty boring around here lately.” He took another sip of tea to hide his growing smile. “You will definitely add some spice to our lives. And you smell like cinnamon.”
I blinked. I didn’t quite know how to take that. I wasn’t even sure if we were having the same conversation.
Did Ricky think I was doing the right thing? Avoiding all contact with people, avoiding getting attached? Was I attached to Ricky? I warily watched him eat what looked like a scone.
Ricky was the only one who knew my secret, the only one I thought I might be able to trust. He’d given me no reason not to. Did I want to take the chance and trust Wolfe too? If Ricky trusted him, maybe I could too, but I didn’t want a friend yet. I could barely handle this alien who seemed to have adopted me.
“The captain will enter the races tomorrow to win us some money, and then we will be off on his boyish adventure,” Ricky said, changing the subject. “You have twenty-four hours to find what you’re looking for.” He picked up an old, leather-bound book and cracked it open.
“Exactly how old are you?” I asked. His mannerisms were so out of place in the cold, harsh, new world I found myself in. It was oddly comforting.
“Three hundred and forty six.”
“Wow,” I laughed. “You’re almost as old as I am.”
He glared at me and hissed in a whisper, “Careful what you say. Ears listen everywhere here.” He picked up the teapot and then said in a very friendly, Ricky-voice, “Would you like some more tea?”
I felt like I had whiplash. His change of moods quickly reminded me yet again that there was a lot more to Ricky than he let on. “Uh, yes. I would,” I finally replied. I would have to be more careful.
He nodded as he poured.
I took another sip as he regarded me thoughtfully. “We need to teach you some things to use up all that surplus strength you seem to have.”
“I’m not all that strong,” I told him. Where did he get that idea?
“I think you’re stronger than you remember,” he said, dipping the scone-thing into his tea.
“You are a very different person alone,” I noted.
“You don’t have to pretend with me, so I feel I shouldn’t have to pretend with you.”
“Does the captain know?” I asked. I wondered how much Ricky let Wolfe know.
“He knows most things about me,” Ricky confessed reluctantly. “I don’t like hiding things from him, but there are some things people are better off not knowing.”
“Like what?” I prompted. “That you were a leader of millions, and so you have to pretend that you are less dominating so that he feels like he owns his own ship?”
Ricky stared at me. “You are very observant.”
“Sometimes I get hunches about people,” I acknowledged. Everything about Ricky screamed leader, father, and caretaker. It was hard to believe no one else noticed it. “You’ll have to tell me all about it one day.” I smiled at him. The flashes I got from his memories were only clues, bits and pieces.
“One day.” He nodded his assent.
I sipped on the tea. I could deal with that. We all had our quirks.
“So are you ready for more training today?”
“What else do I need to learn?” I asked. I figured with all the illegal dealings, weapons were really the only thing. But I was probably wrong, which happened a lot.
“Well, you need to be able to run this ship by yourself if you have to, so we can start on the mechanics next. With your background, it shouldn’t be very difficult.”
I gathered he was referencing cars, but someone was probably still listening in so I didn’t ask for clarification. “I hope it’s not all that different because I feel like I’m starting from square one. I feel pretty useless most of the time,” I confessed.
“Well, technically, with your wounds, you shouldn’t do anything hefty for a few more weeks, so we can do theory.”
Doubtful that was all we were going to do.
“Finish your tea, and I’ll show you some easy things.”
I drank the last of the tea and placed his cup down carefully. I viewed his things as all the more precious because they weren’t antiques to me. They were familiar, things I remembered.
He watched how careful I was but didn’t say anything. He stood, and I followed suit.
“All right, the engine room is on the bottom level with the cargo bay.”
The ship had three levels total, or tiers, as they usually called them. The top one, Tier Three, was the holodeck and observatory, made mostly out of reinforced glass. It was also used as a training room. Everything on the third tier was accessible with metal catwalks and stairs.
Tier Two was where the bridge and control room were, right in the bow of the ship. The crew referred to it as Command. Captain’s office was connected to those. The port side of the ship was all crew and passenger quarters. The galley and common room separated Wolfe’s office and quarters from the rest of the crew. Then on the starboard side of the ship were the infirmary and a small storage place. The second tier was full of metal hallways; it gave a homier feel than the rest of them.
The tier directly under that, Tier One, housed the weapons room with a direct entrance to Command, also in the bow of the ship, and then there was the cargo bay with a false floor with a hatch to the sub-cargo bay. The cargo bay doors opened in the stern of the ship.
The engine room was accessed through the cargo bay, and the door to the engine was through the weapons room, deeper in the bow.
There was only one shuttle on the ship, used for short distances when there were no docks, or if there was an emergency. Ricky explained all of this to me in great detail as we made our way through the weapons room on Tier One.
I found it interesting that they used sixteenth century ship jargon to describe spaceships. It was very applicable.
We walked through the cargo bay toward the back of the ship. The door to the engine room was made out of what looked like five layers of steel with a reinforced doorjamb.
“In case anything blows,” he explained.
Ricky turned the wheel to open the door. Even he had to put effort into it. I wasn’t sure how he expected me to do it on my own. We stepped through after he pushed it open. It was dark inside, but there was a soft glow from the lights on different machines. Some were blue, and some were yellow. It was rather serene, until Ricky switched on the overhead light. The brightness was unpleasant. I could see just fine with the little light there was before.
“Some of us don’t have your eyesight,” Ricky chastened.
There were the machines and readouts that regulated everything.
“Now the actual engines are below us, and they’re just like any other engine or machine. There are a million parts, and if any one, tiny thing goes wrong, it can either destroy everything or render it all useless.”
Ricky walked around to the far side of the room and carefully pulled a drawer out from a nearby panel, sliding it open so slowly that it made me wonder what could possibly be so fragile.
“Come look at this,” he said, beckoning me toward him.
I walked around to where he was and saw what was in the drawer. It looked like colored glass inside of slots, and each piece glowed.
I bent over to get a closer look. “What is that?” I asked. I didn’t want to breathe on them. I wasn’t sure what it would do.
 “Crystals. Each color is used for a different thing, each program inscribed. Some of them are used for power, and some for navigation. The most important crystals are here.” He pointed to the light-blue crystals, almost white. “These are what we use for the hyperdrive. If these aren’t charged, or are broken, there is no way this ship could access hyperspace. Crystals are considered outdated technology, but they still carry the most power. If you know how to use them and take care of them, you could be the fastest and strongest ship in the galaxy, even with a ship that’s normally considered slow.”
“How are these even made?” I asked, leaning closer to get a better look. The whitish-blue were my favorite, but the red cast such a dark, mesmerizing glow. It was beautiful.
“Be careful. These could damage your retina if you look at them too closely for too long while they’re being used,” Ricky warned. He pushed me back just a little.
I stood up and blinked the glare out of my eyes, waiting for him to answer my question.
“They are harvested from planets and asteroids then cut with a very special tool. After that, they are inscribed with their programs by a very delicate tool. If you can believe it, most of the work is done by people, not machines.” He lifted out one of the red crystals and held it up to the light.
I could see the tiny inscriptions on the surface, almost invisible. Without looking too closely, the designs looked like artwork, scrolls and curlicues, but I could see patterns in the extremely delicate work.
“May I hold it?”
Ricky handed the octagonal crystal over very carefully. “If this shatters, we will no longer have power to our main cannon. Only touch the edges, and do not touch any of the inscriptions. Usually, we wear special gloves if we are going to handle these for any longer than we are now.”
I held it in my hands like a tiny flower. I was so afraid to crush it. The crystal was thin and beautiful. I blew on it very lightly, and the inscriptions glowed a brighter red than the crystal itself.
“Interesting,” I murmured.
Ricky gave me an odd look. “Yes. Crystal is known to be living but not sentient, so it can react to outside influence. Why did you do that?”
“I’m not sure.” I handed it back to him, and he put the crystal away, sliding it back into the drawer.
“Occasionally, doctors will use crystals to diagnose patients and even give them crystal implants if they have certain brain problems. As long as the crystal is cut right and has the right inscriptions on it, you can do almost anything with it. Essentially, they are just raw power. But over the last hundred years, it’s become a dying profession. Fewer and fewer people know how to cut the crystal and inscribe it.”
“How do you learn how to do that?” I asked. I looked around the engine room. There must have been thousands of crystals tucked in various places.
“You have to find a master to apprentice under. It is very extensive.”
“I’d like to learn,” I stated.
Ricky gave me a long look. “Well, lucky for you, Wolfe is one of the last people in this galaxy who understands the process. I’ll mention it to him.”
I was surprised. “You don’t know how to do it?” He was much older; I thought he would have more experience.
“Not as well as he does. It’s a hobby for me, but for him, it was one of his professions in the military.”
Captain’s voice came over the intercom: “Ricky, I need you up on Command. We’re preparing to dock.”
“Speak of the devil.” Ricky smiled. He walked over to the intercom on the wall and pressed the interface. “I’ll be right up.”
“Copy that.”
Ricky turned to me. “Go to your quarters and pack enough clothes and supplies for a few days,” he told me. “I’m not sure how long we’ll be on the planet.”
I nodded and watched him go. He switched off the overhead light as he left.
I stayed for a few seconds, enjoying the light from the crystals shining through the darkness like illuminated stained glass. Sometimes, there was beauty in the strangest of places.




 
Speed was a lot closer than I’d anticipated. It was only a few hours from when Wolfe told me that we were heading to the planet that we were getting permission from Flight Control to land.
I climbed the ladder straight up into the common area from the weapons room and headed to my room. The ship had enough connecting passages that I could get almost anywhere rather conveniently—as long as I remembered what connected where. I’m sure I took the longest routes at times. 
The doors shushed open as I entered my room. I crossed to my trunk at the foot of my bed. It was one of the few items in my room that wasn’t bolted to the floor. I yanked out a few days’ worth of clothes and threw those and a few other things into a duffel bag. 
The ship slowed down, and I could hear the landing gear release. I did a quick check of the planet on my computer—the general rules and geography, anything to give me an idea of what to expect. I scanned the information briefly, but there was too much to absorb in just a few minutes. I waved my hand over the desk and the information dissolved, resigning myself to the unknown.
The entire hull shuddered as we docked. I had almost finished packing my bag; there were spare clothes, weapons – apparently they didn’t do a weapons check on this planet – credits, and my letter from Kris.
I had to find something on the planet about my twin. It was my only real lead. I took a deep breath and tucked the note in my pocket.
I strapped my boots on and slung my duffel bag over my shoulder. I was ready to go. The door automatically locked behind me as I left. I smirked, thinking how many times Celeste probably watched the security camera to see me punch in the codes.
I met the other three in the cargo bay. The airlock opened, followed by the cargo bay doors, and we walked out into the smoggy air. The sun struggled to reach us through the thick, polluted haze.
My first impression of the planet was the stink of metal in the air: sharp and tangy. The roar of engines was deafening, like the sound came from every direction at once. It hurt my ears so badly that I wanted to cover them with my hands to protect myself from the headache I could feel slowly creeping over me. It promised a migraine.
Ricky handed me two soft, little balls and motioned for me to put them in my ears. I guessed they were kind of like earplugs and put them in. Instantly, the noise faded to a tolerable level.
“Better?” he asked. His voice was muffled, but I could still hear him.
I nodded in relief. Only then did I realize they were all wearing earplugs. I felt like a stupid human all over again, and I wondered if they kept me out of the loop on purpose at times.
“Follow me.” Wolfe led us through the maze of people, vendors, and hunks of metal lying in the streets. There were less people as we neared a large dome, which reminded me of the Coliseum in Italy—if the Coliseum had been made out of scrap metal. It took up almost the entire city; rather, the city itself was built around it, thriving off the business it brought.
As we got closer, I could see windows where spectators could buy tickets to the races. Wolfe walked up to the only open one. Without people waiting in lines or men sitting behind the other windows, the whole area looked abandoned.
A fat man with a cigar in his mouth glared at us. “What do you want?”
“I would like to enter the race tomorrow,” Wolfe stated.
“Fill out this paperwork; make sure to put your vehicle type in the right-hand box.” The cigar looked like it was going to fall out of his mouth at any second. He handed Wolfe a flex rather than paper.
Wolfe started writing with a stylus.
I was confused. Was I missing something? I didn’t remember there being a car anywhere on the ship.
“He keeps it here on the planet,” Ricky answered. 
Wolfe pushed the flex back toward the man who was now chomping at his cigar. “And we would like three tickets to tomorrow’s show as well as 1700 credits on Car Thirteen.” He pushed a huge stack of credits towards him.
The man stopped chomping; the cigar nearly fell out of his mouth.
I didn’t remember having any conversation about how much we were going to bet. I hated gambling when I wasn’t the driver, and that seemed to be a lot of money to me. Betting without a sure thing was like throwing the money away. It was just so chancy. No one else commented on Wolfe’s actions, so I guessed they did it all the time. If you were really that good, you could make a killing.
The icky-looking man grumbled, but he made the correct notations on his screen that displayed across the glass in front of him. He printed the papers out on patchy-looking paper. Then he handed them over to Wolfe, who then gave them to Ricky.
They all looked comfortable with the dealings, so I shrugged off my bad feelings. Maybe it was just me. I was still new. Perhaps Wolfe had forgotten that I was not as familiar with all of this as they were.
We headed back the way we’d come. No one said anything. I twirled my hair around my fingers as I tried not to think about exactly why no one had informed me about the bet. I was a part of the crew, right?
Suddenly, Wolfe stopped and turned to me, the look on his face almost playful. “Have you ever seen the races?” he asked.
“No,” I admitted. I let the hair fall from my fingers and tried to smile.
He walked over to the stands and pressed a button on the wall of the coliseum, his hand lightly resting on my arm as he led me. I wanted to shake him off, but didn’t want to make things unnecessarily awkward. The piece of metal in the square shifted over to give us a view of the track.
Wolfe moved aside so I could look through. I stood on my tiptoes and watched as a Dodge Challenger whizzed by, closely followed by a Ford Mustang. I couldn’t believe it.
Something was off with the cars, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it since the car bodies looked exactly as I remembered them.
There was an explosion, and heat wafted over my face as metal bits flew everywhere and the dome walls shook with the impact. I jumped back as the crowd screamed and cheered. Okay, maybe it was a little different than street racing.
I glanced over at Wolfe. He was grinning in excitement. “I love this sport.”
I looked back through the window to the race again. The pieces of car were being scraped off the track, and the driver was being carried away by medics. Watching this would definitely be interesting.
I could have watched the race for hours, but Wolfe led me away.
“We need a place to stay,” he explained.
We checked into a hotel near the track. Wolfe handed me one set of keys and took the other. Ricky smiled as they headed to their room. I quickly found out why.
I had to share a room with Celeste. Logically, it made sense. Though, I was under the impression that Celeste and Wolfe would’ve shared a room, but maybe my assumptions were wrong.
Regardless of the real situation, I wasn’t very happy about the arrangements. Getting a good night’s sleep was going to be difficult when she might kill me as I slept.
We took our bags up to the rooms and started unpacking. Celeste insisted she get the bed by the window. I eyed her as I threw my bag on the other bed. I preferred not to sleep so close to the door, but Ricky and Wolfe were in the very next room so nothing was likely to happen to us, but… I looked at the door and shook my head. Nope. I wouldn’t be sleeping at all. Between my paranoia with Celeste and being so open to attack near the door, I would be up all night.
I went into the bathroom to unpack my toiletries and looked around. It seemed to be a typical hotel bathroom, though there were some things in there I didn’t recognize, like the little black box and huge black thing attached to the wall that reminded me of the giant salon hair-dryers.
“Hey Celeste,” I called. “What are these?” She was the last person I wanted to talk to, but there was no one else.
She came in, looked at what I was pointing to, and then gave me a sneer. “Obviously, this is a makeup box, and that is a hair-styler.”
“Obviously.” I took the small box from the wall and inspected it. It kind of looked like one of those old photo-disk viewers for kids.
I held the black box up to my eyes, wondering if I would see anything in it. There was a flash of light and a clacking noise followed by pressure on my face. I dropped the box in surprise and looked up in the mirror to see the damage.
My makeup was done perfectly, as if a specialist had spent the last two hours making me look exotic and beautiful. “Wow,” I breathed. It was incredible.
“I told you it was a makeup box, you heathen. Please do not break it.” Celeste shook her head and left the bathroom.
I glared in her general direction. She was so discriminatory to humans, or at least to me. Yet she was in a “kind-of” relationship with Wolfe. The woman made absolutely no sense. I doubted I would ever really understand her.
I turned back to the mirror and resisted touching my face. I couldn’t remember how many times I’d sat with my best friend Victoria in our shared bathroom while she did my makeup. I could never duplicate what she did, but this makeup from a stupid box was the closest I’d seen.
My eyes stung. I didn’t want to start crying, not with Celeste in the other room, and I didn’t want to ruin the makeup that reminded me of my best friend.
I quickly finished putting my things away, ignoring the mirror as much as I could. I hated the gut-wrenching feeling that came over me every time I was reminded of someone I cared about.
My hands trembled as I grabbed the edge of the sink and tried to catch my breath. I closed my eyes and breathed, trying to ease the pain lodged in my chest and the ache in my throat.
“She’s gone,” I whispered. “Everybody’s gone. Just get over it.” I wished I could just forget everything. I’d heard people say that when someone dies, it’s not the dead who suffer, but everyone they left behind.
No matter how much the ones I left behind suffered, they had people to support them as they recovered and moved on.
I had no one, and now I was the one suffering. I walked out of the bathroom, avoiding the mirror’s reflection again, and started going through my clothes, but when I looked at the bed, I stopped. Where was my bag?
“What did you do with my stuff?” I demanded.
Celeste lay on her bed nonchalantly. “Oh, it’s over there.”
She had placed it on the dresser. The bag was open, and it looked like she had rifled through it.
“Please stop touching my things,” I snapped. I didn’t have the patience to deal with her. Not when I was using everything I had to just pretend I was all right.
She gave me a prissy little look. Ugh. I wanted to stab her in the eye with my toothbrush, but that was unsanitary.
Wolfe stepped in the room before I had time to start looking for other pointy objects.
“There is a bar down the street,” he said. “I was wondering if you ladies would care to join Ricky and me in a walk through the market, and then drinks.” He looked calm, relaxed even. I could barely see the shadow of his military persona.
I could definitely use a drink. Spending alone time with Celeste practically made it a requirement.
“I suppose,” Celeste replied.
I rolled my eyes. She sometimes reminded me of those snobby girls in high school. Being bored about everything doesn’t make you interesting. It only makes you obnoxious, and boring.
“Well then, we’ll meet you downstairs in ten minutes.” Wolfe mock bowed and then left.
I watched him leave and really hoped this wasn’t some sort of date between Celeste and Wolfe that I was getting tricked into joining. I glanced at Celeste as I changed into a pair of leather pants. She didn’t seem any different than normal.
That didn’t mean anything. She always came off as indifferent or annoyed to me.
“Is this a date?” I asked her instead. I didn’t have the energy to guess.
 “Why do you ask that?” she spluttered. I couldn’t tell if she was angry or not.
I shrugged and slipped on a V-neck top. It kept the outfit interesting and simple. “I don’t want to tag along for something like that,” I told her. “And it seems to me that the two of you are an item.” I winked at her as I bent down to put on my shoes, but I didn’t smile. I wasn’t sure I could remember how at the moment.
“That’s not very practical,” Celeste said as I strapped the heels on.
“They are completely practical,” I argued, letting the subject drop. I held up one foot to show her. “See, they’re strapped on, so I can stick this sharp heel in someone without worrying about my shoes falling off.” I looked at her pointedly. “I could show you.”
Someone cleared their throat from the doorway, getting our attention.
“You girls ready?” Wolfe asked.
“Yes, but Princess over here is taking forever,” Celeste reported. Of course she looked amazing in her simple dress and boots, and it had taken her all of five minutes.
I glared at her. “I’m done,” I announced.
“Let’s go then.”
Wolfe held the door open for his first mate – and whatever else she might be – and they walked through. Ricky held out his arm for me, so I tried to smile and took it. At least I would have him to distract me.
We stepped into a lift. It shuddered as the doors closed. “Uh… Is this safe?” I asked.
“Of course it is.” Celeste snapped.
I don’t know what made her think I’d believe her with that tone, especially since I knew she would be much happier if I were dead. She might even survive if the lift crashed for all I knew.
Ricky’s mouth twitched.
Stupid elevators. I was taking the stairs next time for sure, even if I was drunk off my rocker, which at the rate this night was moving along, the possibility looked more and more likely.
Ricky grinned.
I glared at the doors, willing them to open. I didn’t like when my anger was someone else’s amusement. It was so frustrating. The doors slid open, and I walked out at a brisk pace; even Celeste had to jog to catch up.
“How is it even possible to walk in those shoes?” Wolfe asked me.
“Practice.”
We walked down the street, passing a few shopping stalls, little stores, and restaurants. We stopped a few times to look at things. Ricky stopped in a little antique shop, and Celeste purchased some bauble from another vendor. It was refreshing to be off the ship. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like after months in space.
A steel shop caught my eye. The sign advertised real swords and knives as well as anything that could be made by metal, even car armor, as another sign advertised. I walked in, leaving the others without much thought. A large man sat behind a counter sharpening a long knife. It seemed all the males that inhabited this planet were large. He looked up and saw me, grunting before continuing his work.
I looked around. There were knives from the size of my little finger to the length of my forearm, plus all types of swords, katanas, falchions, broadswords, hand axes, and even maces.
I picked up a pair of short swords. They were light and well balanced. Each was just a little longer than my forearms. I swung them, testing the feel. The tips were curved, allowing for a more precise cut. I rotated my wrists so the blades swung around in an arc.
“Do you know what you’re doing with those?” Wolfe asked me.
I slid them back in their scabbards. “Somewhat. I’ve played around with them before.” Actually, I wasn’t all that familiar. I used to play with replicas, acting out scenes I had seen in movies with my brother. Maybe there was a program on the holodeck that could teach me how to use them properly.
I placed the swords on the counter. “I want these with a back holster and that set of knives.” I pointed to a case that held one boot knife and four throwing knives.
The vendor grunted again and gave me my total. He scanned my credit chip, and I took my things.
“Let’s take these back to the rooms,” Wolfe offered.
“Sure.” It probably wasn’t a good idea to carry them into a bar.
“We’ll meet you there,” Wolfe told Ricky and Celeste.
They both nodded and headed off. They never once stopped to question the captain, but I did. Why was he the one to walk me back? Wolfe took the knife set from me, and we started walking back to the hotel. I watched him in my peripheral. I liked his gentlemanly side.
“Guns not good enough?” he joked.
I shrugged. “I like guns. I just have a penchant for these, and they’re more fun.” They were also better for short-range, or so I’d read.
“There are very few people who know how to use those any more, though I do think there are entire guilds that swear off anything but blades,” Wolfe said.
I smiled, not really knowing what to say. I looked at him from under my eyelashes. He was acting like any other, regular guy, not like the captain I’d met my first day. I wondered what changed, why he didn’t feel like he needed to be that guy. It reminded me of the way he was when we were on the beach alone. Maybe, just like Ricky, he put on an act around others. Why he dropped the act around me when we were alone was something I still hadn’t figured out.
We quickly dropped my knives off in my room and then walked back in silence. Being alone with him was weird. But it was also kind of easy. There was a strange comfort in our shared silence.
We reached the bar faster than I thought we would. I looked around as we walked through the door. It looked just like any other bar I’d been in. I breathed a sigh of relief. There was always a certain level of comfort and relief when I found things that weren’t all that different.
Ricky and Celeste were standing at the bar. Ricky waved us over, and then Wolfe led the lot of us to a table in the back. He ordered the first round as we sat down. The pretty cocktail waitress whisked off with our order before I even knew she was there.
“Nothing too strong for the new girl, right?” I asked, only half-joking. Even though I felt comfortable in the bar, I knew the menu wouldn’t be familiar.
Wolfe was human. He wouldn’t be able to drink anything I couldn’t ingest. Right?
“It’s your first night out with the crew,” Celeste said. “It’s tradition for you to drink enough to get you to tell us all of your secrets, then pass out and not remember anything,” Her smile was savage.
I laughed nervously. Okay then. I definitely had to watch how much I drank. Celeste seemed to be on a rampage.
The waitress flitted back and placed the drinks on our table. There were four shot glasses filled with a nuclear green liquid and then four larger glasses containing a golden liquid. I eyed both with suspicion.
“This looks like absinthe,” I stated, pointing to the green one.
“Thank you for stating the obvious,” Celeste snapped.
Jeez. I was just going to keep my observations to myself if every time I said something she was going to bite my head off.
“Don’t worry. It’s not as bad as you think,” Ricky consoled me.
I’d had absinthe before, thank you very much. Between Ricky and Celeste, I was either coddled or attacked, and it was all starting to annoy me. I could only hold onto my patience for so long.
“To a new adventure,” Wolfe said, holding his shot glass up for a toast. I couldn’t tell if he ignored all the bickering or just never paid attention.
“To a new adventure,” we chorused. My glass clinked against theirs, and then I downed the shot. It burned all the way to my stomach. I tried not to cough which just made the feeling worse.
Ricky clapped my back. It hurt more than the burning in my throat.
“Thanks,” I croaked out, trying to get him to stop. Everyone laughed.
“Try washing it down with the other one,” Ricky suggested. He looked only a little concerned. I sipped the golden drink and enjoyed the soothing sensation it left in its wake.
I looked at the glass in my hand with surprise. “Wow, what is that?” I asked.
“Lethian nectar,” he answered. “Be careful with it though. It’s very strong. After two, you’ll be on the floor.”
“It doesn’t taste strong,” I said as I took another sip.
“Exactly. That’s why you have to be careful.” Ricky drank half of his down in one gulp.
I narrowed my eyes at him.
He shrugged. “We have different body masses,” he explained.
I didn’t believe him. “Sure you do.” I poked his side. He was so skinny, but then again, he could lift almost ten times his own weight.
A buffoon of a man made his way over to our table, and I saw Wolfe tense in the corner of my eye.
“Would you like to dance, pretty lady?” he asked Celeste.
I took a large swig of the nectar.
“No thank you,” she said stiffly.
“Aw, c’mon,” he pushed. “Give me a chance.” He slurred as he talked, and he rested his hand on her bare leg.
I sat back. This wasn’t going to end well for anyone. Ricky finished his nectar as he watched.
“Please remove your hand.” Her voice was leashed tight. I cringed as I waited for her to explode.
The man grabbed her harder, and she winced in pain. A multitude of things happened at once. Ricky grabbed my arm and pulled me away as Wolfe flew out of his chair and attacked the man. They crashed to the floor as he started beating on him, knocking Celeste over backwards.
Ricky told me to stay back while he tried to pull the captain off the blundering man. Blood was everywhere, and the sharp tang made me queasy. I felt stupid hiding in the background, but I was at a loss as to what to do. Celeste was still lying on the floor looking scared. I don’t know why she didn’t do something. She was the weapons master after all. I was convinced the dress was making her act weird. Where did that scary woman go?
I looked up as the door slammed. Cops. This night was definitely not going as planned. The plan was to get blackout drunk, so I could have just a small respite from all the things I wanted to forget.
Annoyed, I grabbed Celeste off the floor. “Do something,” I hissed, pointing to the police.
She scrambled and yanked Ricky off the pile of men. “Chase, we need to get out of here.”
Celeste pulled on his arm, but he just pushed her away. She stumbled back from the force. Both men were getting in some good punches. The guy was a lot bigger than Wolfe, but Wolfe was a lot faster.
“Captain!” I yelled. “Seriously, it’s time to leave.” Nothing was getting his attention. I couldn’t believe he had just pushed Celeste away like that after going completely insane protecting her.
I was quickly realizing that no one on our crew was sane.
It was too late to get Wolfe; the cops were already there. Three of them pulled the two apart and cuffed Wolfe’s hands behind his back. The cops carted them off without a word as the fourth cop took information down from the bartender and the little cocktail waitress who was cowering behind her tray.
“Time to leave,” I announced.
The police didn’t seem all that interested in us, for which I was thankful. I grabbed both Ricky and Celeste, pulling them out of there before the cops finally noticed us.
I didn’t know why I ever thought I could stay out of trouble. It always seemed to come looking for me.




 
A few hours later, I was dressed down in a pair of baggy pants and a tank top. My boots clomped as I tramped through the dank, grey government prison. I was so mad at Wolfe for being stupid enough to get caught.
Ricky hurried after me. “Katerina, the race is tomorrow morning. What are we going to do?” He seemed unusually stressed.
I doubted Wolfe went missing often.
“We’re going to get the pathetic excuse of a captain out of jail.” I glared at him over my shoulder. “And if you ever tell him I said that, I’m going to jettison your tea set.”
He balked. “But that’s one of a kind, worth a fortune. You can’t do that!” I’m sure he saw that I would.
I walked up to the window with a fat guard nodding off to sleep. I slammed my fist into the glass. It shuddered.
“Not a good idea, Kat,” Ricky muttered.
I was angry, and my anger at Wolfe fed off of all the anger I tried to keep buried—anger at everything, at Celeste, at everyone I’d lost, at not being able to find my twin. I could barely control myself, and I didn’t feel like I had the strength. The day was wearing down on me.
“Oops. Clumsy me.” My voice grated as I spoke. The effort I was using to keep what control I had left showed. “I’m so sorry. Stupid human, you know.” I shrugged.
The guard didn’t look happy, but he didn’t kick me out either.
“I’m looking for my captain. He’s about this tall.” I tried to show him with my hand. “He’s human, with a buzz cut, and looks like he got into a fight.”
“Yes, we have him,” he grunted. He shifted his massive body to grab a doughnut and stuffed it into his mouth.
“Great! So can I have him back?”
“No.”
I paused. “Why not?”
“By law, he is to be held for twenty-four hours, and under no circumstance is he to be released before then. After twenty-four hours, you can pay his bail and take him.” He scratched the back of his neck. The sound made me cringe.
“What if he’s in the race tomorrow?”
The guard glared at me. “Under no circumstance is he to be released. You’ll just have to find someone to replace him.”
“You can do that?” I asked. “Replace drivers?”
He looked at me like I was the epitome of stupid. “Yes, of course. It’s the vehicle people bet on.”
“Okay, thanks!” I said brightly. I turned back around and stomped out of there. No one ever told me anything.
“You can’t race. It’s suicide!” Ricky said, trying to talk me out of it before I’d even voiced what I was thinking. Annoying alien.
I narrowed my eyes at him. “It doesn’t look like we have a choice thanks to that prick.” I jerked my head back to where the captain was being held. “He got thrown in jail over a girl. You would think he was a little more mature than that, but no. And I know you and Celeste probably don’t have the experience to drive a car and win.” I was shouting by the end of my rant. I stopped just outside of the building.
The slightly cooler air did nothing to help me calm down. I closed my eyes and leaned against the wall. I needed a moment to pull myself together before something else happened. It was like I was always trying to catch up with everything that was happening, and I could never quite catch my breath.
Despair intertwined with my anger and left me shaking and cold. I had no control, and not having control was one of my worst fears. There was just too much going on. Why did Wolfe have to put me this position?
I looked at Ricky for a moment. He looked as helpless as I felt, and he was the only person who knew exactly what was going on in my head. I didn’t know if that was comforting or not. “That was all of our money,” I said to him. “Do you really think we have any chance of winning if I don’t drive?”
I almost wished he would tell me yes, but I already knew the answer.
Ricky sighed. “No, but I don’t think you should risk your life either. You aren’t obligated to get us out of this mess. We can cut our losses and leave when the captain gets out of jail.”
I pushed away from the wall and started back towards the hotel. “We could, but you and I both know I can do this. I may not be familiar with all of the new explosives and whatever, but I’ll figure it out.” I looked him right in his honey-brown eyes. “Tell me I can’t do this.”
Ricky heaved a huge sigh. “I know you can. I just don’t know if you’ll be able to come out of it unscathed. It’s extremely dangerous. I don’t want you to risk your life like that.”
If I could just get through the next day in one piece, I would be satisfied. “I risk my life every day I’m out here,” I told him. “I’m sure the police on Earth would love to find me and dissect my body. Then they could put me back together and bring me back as a drooling zombie.” I hopped over a waste pile and pushed the door to our hotel open.
We shared a look before heading up the stairs. He knew I was right. I was in constant danger.
I really hated being right sometimes.
I took the stairs two at a time. Screw the lift. I was feeling a little less explosive, but I wasn’t about to stick myself in a tiny, rickety box with the way I was feeling.
“Is Celeste still here?” I asked.
“She’s in your room.” Ricky kept pace behind me.
I flung open our door and found her in the bed. For the first time since I’d met her, she looked terrible.
“The alcohol affects her species more rapidly than any of us,” Ricky tried to explain. “That one shot got her drunk.”
“Are you kidding me?” Of course she would make fun of me for being a lightweight when she was the one who couldn’t hold her alcohol. I yanked off the blankets and yelled her name. “It’s time to wake up. I want to see this car of Wolfe’s.”
She groaned and tried to grab the blanket. I did not have time for this nonsense. I lifted up the mattress and flipped her off the bed. Ricky guffawed.
“Let’s go, alien queen. You guys probably have everything backwards, and I’m going to have to redo it all, I need you to make sure all the weapons are working, and maybe add a few more.”
I threw her some clothes. “Make sure she gets dressed,” I said to Ricky. “I need to run back to the ship to get tools. She better be ready by the time I get back. Five minutes.”
I ran back to the ship. There were some tools lying around the ship that I knew I could use. It took me less time than I thought to grab the stuff and get back. I pocketed a few of my favorite guns on my way out.
I walked back to the hotel, slower this time because the market was empty, just a few creeps walking around, eyeing me. I ignored them, hoping if I didn’t bother them, they wouldn’t bother me.
I was going to race a car again, something I thought I’d never do again. I wondered what Kevin would have said at the prospect of me racing with explosives. I smiled, but it was painful. He probably would have told me I was a lunatic, and I should stay out of things that weren’t my problem. Sudden tears came to my eyes at the thought of what his face would’ve looked like at the prospect of racing with bombs. I blinked them away. I had to keep it together. I couldn’t just sit and cry even though I really wanted to. Somehow, I had to win this race.
I got to the hotel and ran up the six flights of stairs, down the hall, and into the room. I saw Celeste was dressed, sitting on the bed pouting. At least she was ready.
I threw her the weapons. “Give me a second,” I said. I went in the bathroom, turned the faucet on, and splashed my face with the cool water. I stared in the mirror. It would take time. It would be slow and painful, but one day, remembering everyone I’d ever loved wouldn’t be painful, but nostalgic.
The water helped clear my mind. I stepped out of the bathroom and looked at Celeste and Ricky. “Show me where Wolfe keeps his car.”
“I do not have to take orders from you,” Celeste argued. “I don’t know why you think you can do this.”
I couldn’t take any more from her. I snapped. 
I got in her face and hissed, “If you hadn’t froze, we wouldn’t be in this mess, so if you think you can drive in this race and win, be my guest.” I stepped back and glared at her. She looked away, avoiding my gaze. I crossed my arms. “Honestly, you probably don’t know the difference between the clutch and the gas, let alone how fast you should take a turn to get the back end to drift. Am I correct, Beauty Queen?”
“Please stop calling me that.” Her voice was almost whiny.
I rolled my eyes. She could be so petty. “Do you want to drive the damn car or not?” I asked.
“No, I would not be so stupid as to leave my area of expertise.”
I took comfort in the fact that she still looked terrible. “Good. Now that we have that established, let’s get to work.”
I opened the door to the hallway and waited for both of them to walk through. Celeste glared at me, but her eyes were still slightly unfocused from the alcohol.
“We need to do this more often,” Ricky said, grinning.
“What, getting arrested or bossing her around?” I asked.
“Bossing her around when she’s drunk. She’s not as scary.”
I snickered. I could get used to it, but I had a feeling I was going to pay for it later.
Celeste led us through winding streets and dark alleys. It made me anxious, but Ricky seemed confident. I figured she wasn’t getting us lost if he wasn’t concerned.
We reached a part of town filled with warehouses, both occupied and abandoned. The streetlights cast an orange glow, each one far enough apart that inky blackness waited on the edges. I shuddered. It was late, and this place creeped me out.
It wasn’t that long ago the shadows had been alive.
Celeste took out a key and opened the side door to one of the more nondescript warehouses. I followed her in, and it was pitch black, even for me. I couldn’t see anything. She flipped a switch and a glaring, overhead light made it almost as bright as day inside the warehouse. I stared in shock at the Honda Civic that sat innocently at the center of the warehouse. I couldn’t believe my eyes. Wolfe had the same model car that I had raced a hundred times before.
Laughter escaped from me. “This is it?”
“Do you see another car lying around?” Celeste asked.
I ignored her barbed question and walked forward slowly. I almost didn’t want to believe it. How was I supposed to focus when this stupid car seemed to have transported straight from my memory into reality?
“What’s wrong with you?” she asked.
I heard Ricky shush her, but I wasn’t really paying attention, mesmerized by the irony of my life.
I opened the driver’s door and sat in the seat. I let the familiarity wash over me, the memories unwinding like a sleepy cat. A flash of Kevin’s smiling face was like a slap to the face, and I winced.
“Are you okay?” Ricky asked me, immediately at my side, seeing and feeling everything I did.
My eyes filled with tears, but I refused to let them fall.
“Oh, great.” Celeste flopped into a chair against the wall. “We’re doomed.”
“I’m fine,” I said. I had to ignore what I was feeling and just get this done. I could freak out when this was all over.
If I ever had a moment to myself.
I got out of the car and popped the hood to take a look at what we had to work with. Ricky hovered over me as I inspected the engine. He had no idea what I was doing. Give him a hyperdrive engine, and he was good to go, but an old piston engine? Not so much.
The inside looked a lot like mine, just not as clean. I started taking it apart, throwing out what we didn’t need and cleaning the parts that we did. I set them aside in a specific order so that putting the engine back together wouldn’t take very long. We only had twelve hours until the race.
When I finished taking the engine apart, I asked Celeste what weapons worked and which ones didn’t. I had her separate them as I searched the warehouse for spare parts.
I opened a cabinet and found a bunch of junk and a few hidden treasures. I grabbed a four-pipe exhaust system that was strewn about in parts. The next cabinet yielded a better fuel injector and new brake pads, which were essential. The last cabinet was full of only weapons.
“Celeste,” I called. “When you’re done with that, I need you to look through these and take what we can use.”
She muttered something nasty under her breath that I pretended not to hear. I turned around, and Ricky ran right into me. He’d been following too closely.
“You saw what I did with the parts from the engine, right?” I asked.
“Yes,” he answered warily.
“Good, do that with all of these.” I handed over the armful of parts and went to go get a new set of tires. I could smell the rubber. I spotted a few in the back of the warehouse, barely touched by the light.
It felt good to be working on a car again. It was familiar. I knew what I was doing here, and it was the first time since I’d woken up that I felt truly useful. If I could do this and win the race, I’d prove my worth to the rest of them.
I scowled as I thought of Wolfe. He wasn’t smart when it came to common sense or women, but he had a genuinely good heart as far as I could tell. I sighed and went back to work.
I rolled over the new set of tires and then jacked the car. When the tires were finished, I started putting the engine back together, adding the new fuel injector and the exhaust system. I replaced the spark plugs and flushed out all of the old fluids and then replaced them with fresh, clean fluids.
I stood back to take a look at my work and wiped the oil off my hands. The engine looked nice, a lot better than it had when we first got there. I couldn’t say much about the exterior, but that wasn’t what mattered. I checked the clock: four more hours. If we were lucky, we could finish in the next two and then take a nap before the race.
“Okay Celeste, it’s your turn,” I said.
She came over with the pile of explosives and god knows what else she’d rustled up.
“You want to go get some snacks while I keep an eye on the beauty queen here?” I asked Ricky.
“Sure. Be back in a jiffy.”
I eased myself to the floor and rested my head against the back seat we’d taken out of the car to make room for more of an arsenal. I watched Celeste as she worked, still graceful even when she was hungover. It wasn’t fair.
“Why are you doing this?” Celeste asked me.
Her question caught me off guard. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, why go through all this trouble to help us, to help Chase?”
I wasn’t exactly sure why, but when she used his first name, it grated on my nerves. It was like she was trying to rub in how close they were.
I placed my hands behind my head and studied her. “Because I am a part of this crew now, and I have a vested interest in getting the money we need for travels, supplies, and pay.”
“I do not believe that’s the only reason,” she said.
Maybe she was more observant than I gave her credit for. I inspected my nails, cleaning the oil out from under them very meticulously with my knife. “I really don’t know what you’re talking about.” I wasn’t sure what she would say next, but I knew I probably wouldn’t like it.
“Don’t be stupid,” she griped. “You’re not as ignorant as you would like me to think. Granted, you are human, so you cannot be that intelligent, but I know you are mentally capable of grasping a simple situation.”
“And what situation would that be?”
She clipped something sharp into place. “I have been first mate to this crew for nearly three years. You are not going to take my place.”
“Take your place as first mate, or as Wolfe’s romantic partner?” I asked.
I wasn’t really interested in either. I had no desire to get into another romantic situation again, but if Celeste thought I did, it could potentially be dangerous for me—or fun, depending on how I wanted to look at the whole situation.
She eyed me. “Both.”
I waved my hand at her. “Let’s get this straight. First of all, I don’t give a rat’s ass about being first mate. I’m here to find my brother, as I’ve stated before. Multiple times. Second of all, I am not interested in the captain as anything other than a captain, possibly a friend, seeing as I don’t have many. I won’t try to take him from you. He’s all yours. The rest is up to him.”
She looked at me skeptically. “I do not believe you.”
I tucked my knife back into my boot. “I have no reason to lie.” I rested my head on the back of the chair and closed my eyes. I was starting to get tired, and she was driving me absolutely crazy.
Thankfully, at that moment, Ricky walked in carrying a huge armful of food. “I wasn’t sure what you felt like,” he explained.
Celeste dropped what she was doing and grabbed something to eat.
I looked carefully over what he’d found. A lot of it I didn’t recognize. “So what’s edible?” I asked.
“Everything,” Ricky answered. “But you’ll probably like this the best.” He handed me something that kind of looked like nachos. I took a bite and it tasted like nachos. So I took that. “It’s good,” I said approvingly.
He sat next to me and started munching on what was left. “So how’s the weapon installation coming along?” Ricky asked as he crunched into something that had a lot of legs.
I tried not to gag as I answered. “Pretty good, but I’m not exactly sure if she’s doing it right. Want to check it out?”
“Of course.” He continued to eat through his ridiculously large pile of food and finished in a matter of minutes, to my amazement. Then, he got up to take a look at the car.
I took a big drink of water and leaned my head back, closing my eyes again. I was just going to rest them for a second.




 
“Katerina? We need to leave soon,” Ricky said quietly.
“What?” I mumbled. “We have almost four hours until the race.”
“It’s nine in the morning.”
I sat up quickly, things flying away from me. “What?! You let me fall asleep?” My voice rose to an unpleasantly high pitch. “Why did you do that?” I tried to clear my throat, but my panic wouldn’t let my voice go back down to normal.
“Because you weren’t needed any longer, and you should be as rested as possible for the race. You are the driver. Everything is on you,” Ricky said as he helped me up.
“Yeah, thanks for reminding me,” I grumbled. I slowly stood up, stretching out the kinks and sore muscles from sleeping in a hard chair. “I’m going to change really fast. I’ll meet you back here.”
“I brought your leathers here. You can change in the bathroom,” Ricky said, holding out my clothes.
If anyone else had been in my room, I would have been furious, but Ricky already knew all my secrets. “Thank you.”
I took the clothes and went into the restroom, closing the door behind me. It was dank and dirty, and the light flickered a bit— not very reassuring. I changed into my leather pants, a plain white shirt, and a leather jacket over that. My boots went back on, and I tied my hair back so it wouldn’t get in my face.
I looked up into the cracked mirror and told myself I could do this. It would be just like old times, just like any of the races before. I had grease on my face, but there was nothing I could do about that. The makeup from the night before was still on perfectly; the thick black eyeliner hadn’t smudged at all.
I zipped up the jacket. I was ready.
I stepped out into the warehouse.
“Let’s go check in now,” Ricky said. “Here is your ID.” He gave me another ident chip, but it had Chase Wolfe’s name on it.
“What’s this?” I asked.
“We didn’t have time to register you as the new driver, and they require identification of all racers,” he explained.
I guess it could be an androgynous name. “Cool. Did you tell Wolfe what we’re doing?”
He grimaced. “Yes, and he didn’t like it. He told me so over and over, and very loudly.”
I smiled and gave Ricky a hug. “He’ll be fine. He can watch from jail. How else does he expect us to get him out of there?”
We loaded up in the car. I paused and took a breath, my hands gripping the wheel harder than was strictly necessary.
 “Are you okay?” Ricky asked me. His face crinkled worried.
Nerves roiled around in my stomach. “Um, I think I might be sick,” I whispered.
“Your face is paler than usual, and sweaty,” Celeste observed.
“Thank you. I really needed to hear that,” I muttered, annoyed. I turned the ignition, and the car roared to life, settling at a low purr. I put it in gear and drove out of the warehouse and through the city, weaving around the people headed to the coliseum. Driving helped settle my nerves a little.
There were people outside the dome in charge of directing traffic. I was asked for my ident chip, and when I handed it over, they directed me to a special side-entrance for racers only. We drove in slowly and were shown to our assigned pit. A number was slapped on the car before they handed over the keys for the pit stop.
I pulled in and parked. When I stepped out of the car, I took a moment to take everything in. There were thousands upon thousands of people in the stands and over fifty other cars lined up with me. Each and every one of them looked faster and more dangerous than my own. It could have just been my imagination, but I felt puny next to the Camaro and the Challenger. I was in a tiny little Honda Civic, and I expected to win the race? What was I thinking? Although, there was a V8 engine underneath the hood, something the other drivers might not expect.
I shook my head as I wondered why I kept doing this to myself: putting myself in dangerous or overwhelming situations. I should really stop if I didn’t want to die.
“Don’t be stupid. You can do this,” Ricky encouraged. 
“I can do this,” I repeated. I got back into the driver’s seat. Seeing the huge crowd in the stands had done nothing to settle my nerves.
“Okay, get out of the car.” My hands gripped the wheel tighter. I decided I was going to drive like I never had before. No boundaries.
They got out, and Ricky walked around to my window. He motioned for me to listen.
I looked up at him suspiciously. “Please, no words of wisdom.”
He handed me a tiny communications device to put in my ear. “No,” he said. “I’m going to go sign you in. But just think: how impressed would your friends back home be if they saw you in this kind of race?” He chuckled as he walked off.
My mouth hung open as I watched his retreating back. I snapped it shut and gritted my teeth. Ricky did have a point though. This was something that was only done in movies. In my old, normal life, I would never have had this opportunity. I should take advantage and enjoy it.
I strapped on the safety belts. “Can you hear me?” I asked, testing the mic.
“Loud and clear.”
“Copy that.”
“See you on the other side.”
If I made it out alive.
I was waved forward, and as I looked around at the other cars, I wasn’t so sure I would live through it. I followed the directions to my place in line. I was fifty-seventh, out of seventy-five.
Not bad. There were far less people in a position to easily destroy me. I took a deep breath and readied the weapons and the turbine fluid, a new type of turbo fuel that injected straight into the fuel line.
I closed my eyes and tried to tell myself that this was just a video game. If I died, I could just come regenerate. No big deal. I wouldn’t actually be trying to kill real people in real life. It was all pretend. My life didn’t depend on it.
I gave up. I was terrible at lying to myself. I had fifty laps to survive, fifty laps to destroy the other racers, and fifty laps to win.
The first red light flashed. I thought about the last time I saw Kevin, his face when I won the race, his face when he kissed me, and when he said he’d wait for me.
 The second light flashed. Kristopher, my twin, my brother, and my best friend was waiting out there for me somewhere. I wondered if I would ever see him again. I wondered if he was still alive, and if he had been here, on this planet. Maybe he was watching this race.
The last red light flashed. Would I find my answers? Would I heal? Physically I could, but mentally? Would those seeping wounds ever turn to scars? I would never forget that torture, but maybe one day I could act like a normal person. Maybe.
Green. I slammed my foot on the gas as I shifted, dropping the clutch. Tires squealed, and the smell of burning rubber and the roar of seventy-five engines filled the air.
My mind blanked except for the race—the need consumed me. The need to get ahead, to control a car with so much torque that if I wasn’t careful, it could fly right off the track. We all jostled for a place in line. I wasn’t in a hurry. This wasn’t a sprint; it was an endurance run.
I kicked it up a notch and passed five cars on the inside of the turn. It felt good to be driving again—natural, like breathing. My hand caressed the shifter before slamming it into fourth and passing another four cars. There was an explosion on my left.
“Shit!” I gritted my teeth as I swerved around the debris and fire. It seemed kind of early in the game to be using explosives.
“Watch it Kat. Forty-Three is gunning for you,” Ricky warned.
I checked my rearview mirror. The guy was trying to kiss my ass with his fender.
“You reinforced the bumper like I asked right?”
“Of course.”
“Good,” I said with a smile. I slammed on my breaks.
Forty-Three face-planted into the back of my car and it flipped end over end. I cut in front of Twenty-Nine. Forty-Three landed on its roof to my left. Five more cars slammed into him. I sped up as I watched the explosion behind me.
“Nice one,” Ricky approved.
“Yeah?” I giggled nervously. “Well, now I have successfully caught the attention of all the other drivers.”
“You’ll be fine,” he reassured.
I took the laps one at a time. I watched as one by one, the cars dropped like flies. My heart rate went up, and I tried to keep my breathing steady. My hands were sweaty on the wheel. This wasn’t just endurance; this was pure survival, unlike any race I’d ever been in. I didn’t think I’d ever experienced anything so stressful in my entire life. I could feel the pulse in my throat, and I tried not to choke on it.
“Calm down. We’re on lap nineteen,” Ricky’s voice said softly in my ear.
I took a deep breath. The race was going faster than I thought, but the track wasn’t very long—maybe a mile?
Somehow, I’d managed to avoid most of the carnage. I stuck to the sidelines and moved up when I could and then blended in. I didn’t want to draw too much attention to myself before the end of the race. I was tense. My muscles were thick cords in my neck and shoulders.
I had to step it up a bit. Twenty-Nine was starting to get on my nerves. He was tailgating me, doing nothing else but riding my ass along the track. It was really irritating. I looked over my arsenal.
It was time to get rid of him.
I didn’t want to waste my good explosives, still having a ways to go. I wanted to have as much ammunition near the end of the race as possible, slow and steady and all that.
Celeste had done a good job; I had a little bit of everything and a lot of what I really needed. I pressed the button to release the oil. I watched as it slid out of my car like a black ghost. It hit Twenty-Nine right at the turn, and he lost control of his back wheels and spun into a three-sixty, slamming into another car. They created a barrier on the track. Four more cars slammed right into them, and seconds later, there was an explosion. So much for trying to be subtle.
“That’ll give them something to think about,” Ricky said.
“That’s exactly what I was afraid of,” I muttered to myself.
Small tractors wheeled out to clear the damage before we made it back around the track.
I slid behind Three and looked to my right and left, a car on each side of me. There was no way to see the drivers through their tinted windows. I felt trapped and really didn’t like it. So I fell back and let them pass me.
There was an explosion to my right, and the car in front of me blew into little pieces, the debris hitting my car and windows.
My breath caught as I used all of my concentration to swerve around the remaining pieces. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw someone whip around everyone else. I shifted to the outside of the track and waited to see what he was going to do. Number Seven.
“Ricky, what’s the story behind Seven?” I asked.
There was a pause. I could hear the crackling of the intercom, but Ricky didn’t say anything.
“Ricky?”
“He’s won the last five races. Ninety percent of the crowd is betting on him to win.”
“What happens if he loses?” I asked, afraid of the answer.
“A lot of people are going to be really mad, and they will blame the person responsible for making him lose…”
Seriously? Nothing is ever easy. Story of my life.
I floored it, passing four cars and dodging oil slicks, tacks, and whatever else they threw at me. I didn’t use my other weapons yet. I had a very strong feeling I would need them later on for Seven. I tended to listen to my instincts; they had saved my ass more times than I could count.
Number Seven’s car was amazing—a 1967 Mustang Shelby GT 500. It had a silver paint job with a black dragon from the tip of the hood to the rear of the car. A big seven was on the top of the car in red.
I drove in his wake. Cars were exploding left and right. He was just blowing away everyone in his path. He noticed me following him and swerved back and forth in between the cars, trying to make it difficult for me to keep up with him.
I followed him like that through fifteen more laps. I could tell I was annoying him. His driving became more and more erratic, and he started to make dangerous choices. He was cutting in between cars with barely enough room to fit his car through.
I couldn’t quite make it through one set of cars. I hit a button and the spikes in my wheels struck, tearing through the cars on either side of me. Their tires blew, and they lost control of their cars. I sped through the wreckage, landing right on Seven’s tail.
He brake-checked me, and I had to swerve to avoid hitting him.
I took a deep breath to regain my composure. I thought about every race I’d won, and every race I’d lost. The consequences had never been so dire. Sure, the threat of death loomed over every race, in fact, every time I got into a car, whether I was racing or not. But it wasn’t death I was afraid of now. I had nothing to lose, just the idea of my brother. I was more afraid of surviving, and being alone.
Why shouldn’t I take ridiculous risks? I might as well live it up with this second life I was given. Being careful never did me any good in my previous life. I slammed my foot down on the accelerator.
I let loose the small missiles and narrowly avoided the cars in front of me as they spun out and crashed into each other. I aimed for their tires or the fuel tanks; there was more of an explosion that way, which created more chaos, more distractions so I could slip through unnoticed.
“Be careful.” I barely heard Ricky’s concerned voice. “If you push the car too hard, the engine will overheat.”
“I know what I’m doing,” I replied.
Suddenly it was just me, Seven, and one other car. I blinked in surprise. Only two laps left. I actually had a chance of winning. The thought had never really occurred to me. Sure, I wanted to win, but I didn’t expect it. Up until that moment, I had been distracted with merely surviving.
Right then, I slid across an oil patch and lost control of my car. So much for winning. I frantically tried to regain control, riding out the spin while trying to keep myself from running into the other two cars or a wall.
Ricky screamed right in my ear. “Use the tire grips!”
I had completely forgotten about that genius installation. I flipped the switch and felt the tires grab onto the asphalt. I torpedoed the car that had set that nasty little trap. He flipped over me as I sped through.
 Number Seven was blocking any path I could use to pass him. I only had two missiles left, and I didn’t want to use them and be completely defenseless.
We passed the start line one last time. One more lap. I had roughly a minute and a half to pass him and keep the lead. My heart was pounding so hard it felt like it might break through my rib cage.
I turned the wheel hard and drove up the slanted wall. The grips on the tires had me sticking to it like a gecko. The wall got steeper. I was completely perpendicular to the track, the roof of my car parallel with his side door.
I activated the turbo fuel. I could feel it enter the engine, and then I was flying by him, my speedometer nearing 260 mph.
I was about to hit 280 when my warning meter went off. My engine was getting dangerously hot. I checked the distance. I was so close to the finish line, I didn’t want to lose it at the last minute.
I didn’t have to wait for my engine to fail on me. Seven launched a missile, and I felt the entire driver’s side of the car lift off the track. The missile wasn’t enough to destroy me, but the damage had my gas leaking all over the place. I could smell it. I drove down onto the actual track and turned off the tire grips.
“What are you doing? There’s still grease all over your tires!” Ricky sounded desperate, and afraid.
I wrenched the wheel as hard as I could to the left, and just as I was about to spin out of control, I flipped the grips back on. The nose of my car kissed Seven’s hood, having completed a perfect one-eighty. As we stared into each other’s eyes, realization dawned on his face—the realization that I was nothing more than a human girl, that I was a better driver than he was, and that I was extremely pissed. I blew a missile right into his engine.
I flipped the grips off and flipped back around, facing forward once again. I used the last of my turbine fuel to scream over the finish line. I braked as soon as I crossed, but there was too much oil. The car slid into the wall of the stands.
The impact of the crash slammed into my body and everything hurt. I could barely hear the roaring of the crowd or Ricky screaming in my ear. All I knew was that I had to get out of the car as soon as possible.
My seat belt stuck, and I couldn’t get it lose. The fluids in the car started to mix. I panicked and grabbed the knife from my boot and sliced through the safety belts, and then slammed my elbow into the window. It shattered. I crawled out, coughing from the smoke. The engine was already on fire. I had seconds, if not less. I ran away from the Civic, but it blew before I could get far enough away. The force of the explosion flung me across the track into a wrecked car. It knocked the air completely out of my lungs. 
Ricky was suddenly there, lifting me up, carrying me away from the debris. He kept asking me if I was all right and telling me that we had won. It still hadn’t registered. I kept trying to breathe, trying to keep the fear at bay.
“We need to get our winnings and get out of here,” Ricky hissed.
Half the crowd was cheering; the other half looked murderous. Maybe he was right. My head felt a bit woozy.
“We need to get you stitched up as soon as possible. You’re bleeding all over the place.”
“It’s just a flesh wound,” I said, yanking out of his embrace. “I can walk.” I then proceeded to walk right into Celeste. I looked up at her towering above me. She seemed so unnaturally tall.
“Not bad,” she said. “For a human.”
I grinned. The impossible had happened.
We had won.
I smiled, a genuine smile, I could feel it spreading across my face. Maybe this new life wasn’t so bad after all. I would discover why my brother led me to this planet, and I would find him.
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