
        
            
                
            
        

    


Treason

 

 

 


The last thing Commander Neenja KahSandra wants is to be
babysitting Zoem Malderyn, an orphan who can barely remember her past, and who
has just regained consciousness after being used as a template for an army of
changer clones. Despite herself, she comes to care for Zoem, whose courage and
vulnerability is difficult to resist. 


 


But as Zoem starts to remember more, a deadly countdown to
destruction occurs inside her. She needs to discover why the malevolent
changers programed her, and how to stop herself from carrying out their plan.
Can the famous sisters, Caya and Briar Lindemay, help save Zoem and the
Gemoconians, or will Zoem end up sacrificing herself—before she kills them all?


 


What Reviewers Say About Gun Brooke’s Work

 

 

 


Wayworn Lovers


 


“Wayworn
Lovers is a super dramatic, angsty read, very much in line with
Brooke’s other contemporary romances. …I’m definitely in the ‘love them’
camp.”—The Lesbian Review


 


 


Thorns of the Past


 


“What I really liked from the offset is that Brooke steered
clear of the typical butch PI with femme damsel in distress trope. Both main
characters are what I would call ordinary women—they both wear suits for work,
they both dress down in sweatpants and sweatshirts in the evening. As a result,
I instantly found it a lot easier to relate, and connect with both. Each of
their pasts hold dreadful memories and pain, and the passages where they opened
up to each other about those events were very moving.”—Rainbow Reviews


 


“I loved the romance between Darcy and Sabrina and the story
really carried it well, with each of them learning that they have a safe haven
with the other.”—The
Lesbian Review


 


 


Advance: Exodus Book One


 


“Advance
is an exciting space adventure, hopeful even through times of darkness. The
romance and action are balanced perfectly, interesting the audience as much in
the fleet’s mission as in Dael and Spinner’s romance. I’m looking forward to
the next book in the series!”—All
Our Worlds: Diverse Fantastic Fiction


 


 


Escape: Exodus Book Three


 


“I’ve been a keen follower of the Exodus series for a while
now and I was looking forward to the latest installment. It didn’t disappoint.
The action was edge-of-your-seat thrilling, especially towards the end, with
several threats facing the Exodus mission. Some very intriguing subplots were
introduced, and I look forward to reading more about these in the next
book.”—Melina Bickard, Librarian, Waterloo Library, London (UK)


 


 


Pathfinder


 


“I love Gun Brooke. She has successfully merged two of my
reading loves: lesfic and sci-fi.”—Inked
Rainbow Reads


 


 


The Blush Factor


 


“Gun Brooke captures very well the two different ‘worlds’
the two main characters live in and folds this setting neatly into the story.
So, if you are looking for a well-edited, multi-layered romance with engaging
characters this is a great read and maybe a re-read for those days when comfort
food is a must.”—Lesbians
on the Loose


 


 


Soul Unique


 


“This is the first book that Gun Brooke has written in a
first person perspective, and that was 100% the correct choice. She avoids the
pitfalls of trying to tell a story about living with an autism spectrum
disorder that she’s never experienced, instead making it the story of someone who
falls in love with a person living with Asperger’s. …Soul Unique is her best. It was an
ambitious project that turned out beautifully. I highly recommend it.”—The Lesbian Review


 


“Yet another success from Gun Brooke. The premise is
interesting, the leads are likeable and the supporting characters are
well-developed. The first person narrative works well, and I really enjoyed
reading about a character with Asperger’s.”—Melina Bickard, Librarian, Waterloo
Library (London)


Fierce Overture


 


“Gun Brooke creates memorable characters, and Noelle and
Helena are no exception. Each woman is ‘more than meets the eye’ as each
exhibits depth, fears, and longings. And the sexual tension between them is
real, hot, and raw.”—Just
About Write


 


 


September Canvas


 


“In this character-driven story, trust is earned and secrets
are uncovered. Deanna and Faythe are fully fleshed out and prove to the reader
each has much depth, talent, wit and problem-solving abilities. September Canvas is a
good read with a thoroughly satisfying conclusion.”—Just About Write


 


 


Sheridan’s Fate—Lammy Finalist


 


“Sheridan’s fire and Lark’s warm embers are enough to make
this book sizzle. Brooke, however, has gone beyond the wonderful emotional
explorations of these characters to tell the story of those who, for various
reasons, become differently-abled. Whether it is a bullet, an illness, or a
problem at birth, many women and men find themselves in Sheridan’s situation.
Her courage and Lark’s gentleness and determination send this romance into a
‘must read.’”—Just About
Write


 


 


Coffee Sonata


 


“In Coffee
Sonata, the lives of these four women become intertwined. In forming
friendships and love, closets and disabilities are discussed, along with
differences in age and backgrounds. Love and friendship are areas filled with
complexity and nuances. Brooke takes her time to savor the complexities while
her main characters savor their excellent cups of coffee. If you enjoy a good
love story, a great setting, and wonderful characters, look for Coffee Sonata
at your favorite gay and lesbian bookstore.”—Family
& Friends Magazine


 


“If you enjoy a good love story, a great setting, and
wonderful characters, look for Coffee Sonata at your favorite gay and lesbian
bookstore.”—MegaScene


 


“Award-winning author Gun Brooke has given us another
delightful romance with Coffee Sonata. I was so totally immersed in this story
that I read it in one sitting.”—Just
About Write


 


 


Course of Action


 


“Brooke’s words capture the intensity of their growing
relationship. Her prose throughout the book is breathtaking and heart-stopping.
Where have you been hiding, Gun Brooke? I, for one, would like to see more
romances from this author.”—Independent
Gay Writer


 


“When we first picked up this book we glanced at the
author’s profile and upon finding that Gun Brooke lives in Sweden wondered how
on earth she could write a believable story centered around something as
American as Hollywood. But, she did it, and did it big. …You can’t put this book down. Brooke’s
ability to weave a story through her characters has us anxiously waiting for
her next effort.”—Family
and Friends Magazine


 


“Brooke gets to the core of her characters’ emotions and
vulnerabilities and points out their strengths and weaknesses in very human
terms.”—Just About Write


 


“The setting created by Brooke is a glimpse into that
fantasy world of celebrity and high rollers, escapist to be sure, but
witnessing the relationship develop between Carolyn and Annelie is well worth the
trip. As the reader progresses, the trappings become secondary to the
characters’ desire to reach goals both professional and personal.”—Midwest Book Review


 


The Supreme Constellations Series


 


“Protector
of the Realm has it all; sabotage, corruption, erotic love and
exhilarating space fights. Gun Brooke’s second novel is forceful with a winning
combination of solid characters and a brilliant plot. The book exemplifies her
growth as inventive storyteller and is sure to garner multiple awards in the
coming year.”—Just About
Write


 


“[Protector
of the Realm] is
first and foremost a romance, and whilst it has action and adventure, it is the
romance that drives it.The book moves along at a cracking pace, and there is
much happening throughout to make it a good page-turner. The action sequences
are very well done, and make for an adrenaline rush.”—The Lesbian Review


 


“Brooke is an amazing author, and has written in other
genres. Never have I read a book where I started at the top of the page and
don’t know what will happen two paragraphs later. She keeps the excitement
going, and the pages turning.”—MegaScene
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Prologue

 

 

 


“Mama! Mama!” Her ear-splitting screams filled the
hovercraft, echoing between the closed doors, but the creature that held her
firmly did not react. Instead, it held onto her arms tighter, squeezing so
hard, it hurt. Nobody had ever hurt her before. 


“No, you can’t! You can’t!” Her mother threw herself forward,
clawing at the closed hover-craft door, her face contorted from agony. “She’s
mine. She’s my daughter, my baby. Please don’t take her. I’ll do anything if
you just don’t. Please, please, please…Take me instead.”


“Mama!” She hammered her small fists on the window and cried big,
fat tears, more for the anguish on her mother’s face than the pain the bony
hands caused. Until now, she rarely cried. She was a big girl, her mama said.
Seven years old and going to school. A big girl, yes, but now she wanted her
mama’s arms around her and papa to come and take her back to their house.


“Shut up.” The guttural, gurgling voice of the monster frightened
her. It smelled bad, and its black cloak was dusty and grimy. Mama wouldn’t
like her to be with someone dirty. Every day before school, Mama brought
freshly recycled, clean clothes for her and her siblings. The monster next to
her in the hovercar, so tall when it hunched over it still towered over her,
was not fresh and clean. It was horrible.


“Mama!” she screamed as loud as she could and pushed at the
terrifying creature. 


The being yanked her back, almost breaking her skin where its
nails dug into her bare arms. “Sit still and be quiet, little girl. You’re
going to be a tool for our cause. It’s a great honor, girl. You will be the
next one.” It laughed, a horrible, hissing sound that made the small hairs on
her arms stand up. The creature was going to kill her, take her to some awful,
dirty place and kill her and eat her and…She couldn’t be quiet. Crying, she
sobbed wildly and pushed at the being everywhere she reached. Then she used her
feet, kicking and screaming between sobs, wanting to hurt the horrible,
horrible creature that had stolen her from her parents. 


The creature captured her arms again and pushed its face, which
was hidden far into the hood of its cloak, close to hers. Its breath smelled
worse than anything else. “Quiet now, or I will send some people to deal with
your mother and father…and your siblings. They will be punished in your stead.
Do you understand, little girl? If you do as I say, your family will live.” 


The creature’s hands moved to her neck, squeezing her until she
went limp. Its fingers reminded her of the claws of an Umbia bird—crooked, and
pale. She had once witnessed how the long claws dug into its prey as the small
animal tried to escape. Was she going to be this tall being’s prey? What plans
did it have for her that were so important, he had to steal her from her
family? Where was he taking her? Would she ever see her family again? 


Curling up in a small bundle, she obeyed the man, so he wouldn’t
carry out his threat. She had to keep her family back home alive by being obedient.
Right there, on the backseat of the hovercar, she swore she would be a good
girl who didn’t question anything the tall, dark entity said. She would make
sure nobody had any reason to hurt the people she loved.


Keeping others safe—nothing could ever be more important than
that.


Chapter One

 

 

 


Commander Neenja KahSandra stopped just inside the door to
the hospital room. For the past several months, the unmoving woman, known as
Zoem Malderyn, had sat in the hoverchair by the window, much like a silver-marble
statue. Her flowing red hair lay in glowing waves around her shoulder, and she
gazed out the window, her green eyes striking. If you wanted to make sure she
blinked, you had to be patient. It happened only every thirty seconds or so. 


The room around her was sparsely decorated, as it was still a
part of cube eleven of Pathfinder,
the official designation of the Exodus ship. Even this cube, like the other
nineteen that had landed on Gemocon, their new homeplanet, would eventually be
dismantled and rebuilt as a hospital that better fit the needs of the new
capital.


Neenja turned to the nurse standing next to her. “Has she spoken
yet?”


“No, not yet, sir.” The nurse shook her head. “I don’t get it.
It’s been three months since she woke up, and she hasn’t uttered a single word
despite all tests coming back normal. She follows directions, but she doesn’t
take any initiative. If we didn’t tell her to eat, and literally feed her,
she’d starve. We even have a schedule for taking her to the bathroom.”


Neenja groaned inwardly. Too much information. She visited once a
day to check on the silent young woman before her, poring over the reports from
the day they had found the secret cave where malevolent mutant changers were
creating clones, for lack of a better term. Zoem had been kept in a canister,
where a computerized apparatus had pulled something from her to help create
new, exact versions of her. Neenja overheard one of the less-humane generals
call this woman “the template,” which President Tylio, together with Admiral
Caydoc, had put a stop to. Neenja wasn’t crazy about her assignment, as it had
a “babysitting” element to it, but she agreed with the president: this was a
person, not an object. They had no way of knowing if this woman was there
voluntarily. Four other people in similar canisters hadn’t made it after a vast
explosion. Once they got this woman and their fallen team members out, they had
sealed the entrance to the cave.


“Ah, you’re here, Commander. Good.” A firm voice made Neenja
stand at attention. Admiral Korrian Heigel, revered for being the engineer
constructing the Exodus ships that transported more than two million souls
across intergalactic space, came up to her, carrying a stack of computer
tablets. The admiral, now in her early seventies, was still stunning with her
golden-brown skin and short white hair. Tall and slender, she moved like a
much-younger woman, her eyes as sharp as in the vids Neenja had seen in the
many documentaries done about Heigel and her spouse, Meija Solimar, chief
social anthropologist. Together, these women had played a major part in saving
them all from the malevolent changers causing such havoc and fear on their
homeworld. As it turned out, changers had managed to board the Exodus ships,
and probably the advance teams’ ships that found this planet. The Gemoconian
people had made it to their new homeworld because of the sisters Caya and Briar
Lindemay, both benevolent changers, who had worked relentlessly with the
president and the top military brass to intercept the malevolent changers and
their terrorist followers. Despite their efforts, many of the terrorists and
their changers had succeeded in carrying out their acts of violence before
disappearing. 


Neenja sighed. Now here she was, trying to reach the young woman
by the window, to stop the changers’ next move, if possible. Perhaps Zoem had
no knowledge of the terrorists and their activity. 


Neenja returned her focus to the admiral, who was busy tapping at
her tablet as she walked closer. “What can we do for you, sir?” Neenja asked
after saluting. 


“Actually, I come bearing news of the latest test we did on our
guest here.” Admiral Heigel stepped closer and handed Neenja a tablet. “As you
can tell, she’s not a clone, which we had already guessed, but it’s always good
to have confirmation.”


Neenja scrolled down the document. “You’ve estimated her age to
be twenty-three?” For some reason, Neenja had thought the unmoving woman was
younger.


“Yes, according to her cellular regeneration rate. We also ran
diagnostics of her hair strands, as they are so long. This gave us an idea of
what kind of environment she’s lived in, what she has inhaled, eaten, and
absorbed through her skin. As you can see, the results are unbelievable.”
Heigel pointed at a column to the right.


Neenja blinked. “That can’t be right.” She lifted her gaze to
meet Korrian’s. “Practically nothing?”


“If not nothing, then very little. Normally, everything we inhale
and ingest, together with the environment that we come in physical contact
with, gets logged into our hair follicles, the same as with all our cells. Our
cells die, and new ones are born regularly, but the hair is like a receipt of
our life as, if we don’t cut it, it remains with us. Her hair is five years old
at the tips and—it shows very little. Even what it does show is much of the
same. Same food, same environment. From her data, I think she’s been given
mostly nutritional fluids, either as infusions or soups, or drinks.”


“What conclusions can we draw from that information?” Neenja
handed the tablet back to the admiral.


“She was either a recluse by choice, or someone kept her secluded
in a near-sterile environment for at least the last five years.” Korrian
sighed. “Somehow I fear it’s the latter. As we can’t do anything but speculate
about her first eighteen years, I can’t draw any conclusions regarding that
time in her life, but her life has probably been like that much longer.”


“Can she simply be overwhelmed by seeing all these new people and
finding herself in completely different surroundings, even if she is in a room
with very few stimuli?”


“That’s a valid theory.”


Neenja studied Zoem closer. She was breathing. Slow and even, her
autonomous neural system did its job. Her face was directed toward the window,
her billowing red hair falling around her shoulders like an expensive shawl.
She had never displayed any understanding of what they were trying to get from
her. She just sat there, unresponsive to anything near her—except the window.
Neenja took a few steps closer to the woman. Studying the serene face, she
quickly realized she had perhaps stumbled upon something. 


Walking back to stand next to Admiral Heigel, Neenja leaned close
enough to murmur, “She’s looking out the window. I mean, actively looking.”


Heigel’s fingers stopped tapping against the tablet. “Are you
certain?”


“Yes. For a long time now, I’ve only seen her stare at what I
thought was nothing. Now when I stepped closer than I usually do, I saw micro
movements of her eyes. I could kick myself for not noticing them before.” 


“We have had the same strategy worked out for her and how we
approach her. Nobody but the nursing staff has been closer to her than you were
just now. We’ve probably been far too cautious.”


It was true. The team responsible for Zoem had decided to let her
wake up unaided, and when she did just that a month after they discovered her,
the psychiatric team assumed she would begin communicating soon if they only
let her be and take her time. Not everyone on the team agreed with this theory,
but the psychiatrists were adamant. To hear Heigel now talk about changing
their approach at least added some interest to this project for Neenja. She had
found her new orders, to babysit the catatonic woman, to be utterly boring and
beneath her expertise. Neenja was not a medical professional. She was the chief
of the presidential guardsmen that protected President Tylio and her spouse,
Caya. She had not expected to be given this assignment as part of her duties
when they finally reached the new homeworld.


At least they didn’t have her stand guard constantly. That would
have been torture. Instead, Neenja had handpicked the security officers that
did observe Zoem around the clock. Not only that, she had asked Caya and Briar,
the benevolent changer sisters who held immense powers of clairvoyance and
mindreading abilities, to scan the men and women responsible for Zoem’s safety.



Admiral Heigel rapped her nails against her tablet. “We need to
step up our approach. Too much time has passed, and both Caya and Briar are
convinced that a new attack from the people behind the cave of the clones is
imminent. Let me talk to Doctor Lo Gjorda, and we’ll devise a new strategy for
how to reach Zoem.”


Doctor Chardi Lo Gjorda was the chief psychiatrist who had
suggested they proceed with caution. As Admiral Heigel walked out of the room,
heading for the doctor’s office, Neenja carefully approached Zoem again. For
the first time, she took a real interest in examining her beauty, which was
mind-blowing. If it hadn’t been for her vacant expression, the unresponsive
woman could have easily dazzled the entire population. 


Her eyes were mainly green but held an unusual undertone of
fire-amber. Big and clear, they seemed focused on something far away, and until
now, Neenja hadn’t discovered anything in them to suggest the woman was truly
conscious of her surroundings.


Pulling up a chair, Neenja sat in front of the woman, well within
her field of vision. The woman seemed unaware at first, but Neenja thought she
had stiffened. Not about to let the woman retreat into her shell again, Neenja
leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. 


Zoem smelled of typical hospital cleansers, but even so, Neenja
found she had missed what had to be the woman’s unique scent. It was faint, but
sweet and fresh like some of the wildflowers here on Gemocon. 


Not about to waste time while waiting for Doctor Lo Gjorda and
Admiral Heigel, Neenja spoke in a clear, no-nonsense voice. “My name is
Commander Neenja KahSandra. Can you give me a sign that you hear me?”


The woman gave no indication that she’d heard Neenja, except for
a slight, barely noticeable tremor in her eyelashes.


“I want you to know that you’re safe here. Guards are posted
outside this room, and our best people have vetted all the staff taking care of
you to make sure they are the right ones for the job.” Neenja studied the woman
closely. “They’ll keep you safe from anyone attempting to harm you.”


That was when it happened. Zoem Malderyn slowly turned her head,
not much, but clearly visible, and looked directly at Neenja. Her pupils
widened, creating what Neenja interpreted as wells of barely harnessed
emotions. Not just any feelings. Fear. Terror. Defeat. “That will not matter.”
Her voice was husky, probably from lack of use, but her words were distinct.
“You have made a crucial mistake.” She extended a shaking hand, taking Neenja’s
in a cold, firm grip. “What have you done? What have you done, Neenja
KahSandra? They will come for me.” Fat teardrops rolled down the cheeks of the
now-sorrowful woman. “It will destroy you.”


Chapter Two

 

 

 


Zoem
Malderyn


 


So many
people. Voices and hands poke and prod me, make me conform to their will.
Nothing new about that. I have bowed to the decisions and will of superior
people for a long time—for as long as I can remember. Admittedly, these new, unknown
voices are not harsh. They coax me with gentle hands to move from the bed over
to a chair that glides above the floor. Without losing their temper they take
me to the bathroom, the cleansing tubes, and feed me. I know they are waiting
for me to respond, but how can I explain to them that this will never happen?
It can’t happen. The Nestrocalder dug its claws into me when I was a mere
child, and since then I’m predestined to follow its commands and nobody else’s.


There is
one voice, one person, that stops by every day. At least, I think it’s every
day since time is merely an abstraction to me. I have no concept of how long it
has been since I was taken, or since I was awoken and placed in the cold,
pod-like canister. It hurt, and time stretched out as I was barely awake enough
to register the tubes going in and out of my body in several places. When I
woke up and found myself stretched out in a comfortable bed, I found I heard
and understood everything that was spoken around me. It’s so frustrating that I
can’t answer, especially when she
is here. 


I can
single her out by the way her footwear sounds against the floor. Then there is
her scent. She smells of something that takes me back to before the creature,
when I had a mother, father, siblings…No. No, no, no, do not think about them.
I can’t allow that, as it will send me straight to the afterworld that holds
only the ones that have committed mortal sins. I am the reason for my family’s
torment. That must qualify me to be sent there once my purpose here is
complete. The Nestrocalder always says that I am quite useful, but when this is
no longer the case, I will pay for the times I was disobedient and thus caused
them to punish my family. The Nestrocalder can clearly not understand that
nothing it can do to me can surpass the agony I carry for causing my family
pain, and maybe even death.


Now the
woman I wait for each day sits next to me, much closer than she’s ever been
before. I try to focus on the view outside the window. Or is it a computer
screen—a false window they have put up to fool me into thinking we have landed?
I have no way of knowing. Still, something about her scent makes me believe she
just came in from being outside. I can’t remember when I inhaled fresh air
last. I may have done it while unconscious. The Nestrocalder moved me often,
from one horrible, damp, barely lit dwelling to another.


 


“My name is Commander Neenja KahSandra. Can you give me a sign
that you hear me?” 


 


She talks
to me. She, the commander, sits next to me and tries to connect with me. My
stomach clenches, and I fear I may throw up. It happens sometimes when they
feed me things I have never eaten before. Food never used to be this flavorful.
It is also a long time since I chewed anything. 


The
commander, Neenja, locks her gaze on mine, and it worries me. I whimper inside
my head, but of course I can’t make a sound. This pained cry is nothing
compared to the times I’ve screamed and screamed until my silent voice has
filled every cell in my body.


 


“I want you to know that you’re safe here. Guards are posted
outside this room, and our best people have vetted the staff taking care of you
to make sure they are the right people for the job.”


It won’t
matter. Not one bit. The Nestrocalder will walk right through their walls, take
what it wants, kill the ones useless to it, and do so with that devilish,
hissing chuckle. So soft-spoken and playing at sounding gentle, it instills
complete terror in the ones it toys with.


 


“The guards will keep you safe from anyone attempting to harm
you.”


 


Her face
comes closer, and she looks deep into my eyes. Her gaze burns. I feel my
eyelids flutter like captured sindra-flies and can’t stop what happens next. My entire being,
everything I’ve learned and lived by for my entire existence since the taking,
screeches in my head for me to stop. Pull back. Keep my silence. Obey. Conform.
Surrender. Become the vessel that Nestrocalder occasionally called its biggest
success, even its betrothed. 


I turn my
head toward the commander and open my mouth. For the first time since I was
placed in the canister, I hear my voice travel through my vocal chords and form
words with my lips and tongue. I’m stunned. I shiver and want to stop myself,
but it is impossible. I howl at the ceiling, but none of that deafening sound
can be heard other than in my head. My lips move, and I keep talking.


I’m doomed.


What’s
worse, so are these people.


Chapter Three

 

 

 


Neenja tried to absorb the fact that Zoem now appeared wide
awake and had spoken in a husky, yet well-modulated voice. Behind them, the
nurse was talking into her communicator, probably with one of the doctors
responsible for Zoem’s care.


“Hello,” Neenja said, keeping her distance so she wouldn’t
frighten the woman. “Glad to hear you talking.”


“Glad? I would not choose that word,” Zoem said. “My regaining
consciousness here will not bring anything to be glad about. You must arrange
my release from this care facility at once. Perhaps then, I may be able to stop
it.”


“Stop what, Ms. Malderyn?” Admiral Heigel asked as she stepped into
the room. She pulled up a stool and sat down next to Neenja.


“Is that my designation? I don’t remember any at this time.” Zoem
sat up straight. “Do you have the authority to release me?” She stared at
Heigel, her eyes large, exotic.


“Only the president and the fleet admiral have the authority to
change your status in any way.” Heigel smiled gently. “We saved you from a dire
situation, and I’m sure you realize we need to debrief you—”


“You need to survive. By that, I mean you must let me go. If you
do not…I cannot be responsible for when it comes to claim me.” Two new tears
ran down Zoem’s cheeks. “You have no other option. If you did, I would tell you
so.”


“What’s the last thing you remember?” Neenja said, hoping to
distract Zoem enough for her to calm down. As it was now, she was clearly
panicking over something, and Neenja feared this reaction might send her into a
catatonic state again.


Zoem pressed her palms against her thighs. “I remember being kept
in a large cylindrical canister in a cave. Before that, I was held in either a
large box or a very small room.” Her gaze kept darting to the door as if
judging if she would be able to escape.


“The guards are just outside the door. They’re there to keep you
safe, but also to keep you from running away. We need any information that
you’re ready to share.”


“And the girl needs less badgering,” a familiar, friendly voice
said from the door. 


Neenja didn’t have to glance in the newcomer’s direction to know
it was Meija Solimar, Heigel’s wife and the only one completely unimpressed by
Heigel’s rank and iconic status. Perhaps because she was held in just as high
regard by the people. 


“Meija.” Heigel sighed. “We don’t need yet another face in here—”


“Shush.” Unperturbed, Meija stepped closer. “If we need to reduce
the number of faces, I suggest we limit all the caregivers in here.” She
pointed at the staff that had gathered, probably from sheer curiosity, and then
the door. “That way.”


Heigel sighed, which resulted in a stern look from her wife.
“Very well.”


When the only people around Zoem were the three of them, Meija
sat down on a stool in front of the woman. “I’m Meija. You’ve been through a
lot, and the last thing you need is to be interrogated.”


Heigel huffed, clearly showing she didn’t agree.


“That said,” Meija continued, “we still need for you to try to
tell us whatever you remember.” She took Zoem’s hand between hers. “I know you
have no reason to trust us, but we truly are only interested in keeping you,
and everyone else, safe.”


Zoem looked down at their joined hands and then slowly returned
her eyes to Meija’s. “It’s too late. It has always been too late.” The faintest
of tremors in her voice showed her distress, even if her face was as serene as
before. New tears clung to her lashes.


“Can you tell me why that is?” Meija asked, tilting her head.


Withdrawing her hand slowly, Zoem shook her head. “No.”


“Can’t, or won’t?” Heigel folded her arms over her chest. 


“Korrian.” Meija kept her glance on Zoem. “Not helping.”


Neenja thought fast. “Should we perhaps ask Briar Lindemay to
join us?” Briar, the changer whose ability to empathize and read minds had
saved them countless times, might be able to penetrate Zoem’s mind. She and her
younger sister Caya had halfway succeeded before, when Zoem was just rescued,
but after that, the woman’s mind had been “blank,” to quote Caya.


“It will take some time to get her here,” Meija said. “She’s
overlooking the opening of the maternity clinic in District Eight. Let’s give
this girl some time to find her bearings first. If that doesn’t work, we can
have Briar join us tomorrow.”


District Eight was located two hours south of the capital.
Eventually, each new area would have a proper name, but so far it was easier to
refer to them by their cube designation.


Heigel didn’t seem impressed. “She’s been here for months and has
had plenty of time to find her bearings.” 


“And it has been quiet around here in the meantime, so no harm in
that.” Meija turned to level a disapproving look at Heigel. “Before you state
the obvious, I know a lot can happen in the shadows when everything seems too
calm. I still maintain that we will find out more if we don’t pressure her.”


Heigel flung up her hands. “And if you weren’t almost always
right, I would be much more annoyed than I am.”


“What do you think, Neenja?” Meija asked, shifting her focus. 


Neenja groaned. She hated being put on the spot. On the surface,
this was a matter of policy and the best course of action, but she wasn’t
stupid. Meija was asking her to take sides. “I think we need to pay close attention
to Zoem’s vital signs and the symptoms she presents clinically. With any other
patient, I would have thought she’s indifferent, or perhaps trying to pull one
over on us, but not this time, not with her. Zoem’s response is subtle, but
it’s there. And we are completely cornering her and stressing her out.”


“Really?” Heigel frowned and scanned Zoem’s face. “Anyone can
squeeze some tears out.”


Neenja knew Heigel was one of the most brilliant minds among
their people, but the woman could certainly be dense at times. Still, that
comment was harsh, even for her. “She’s not squeezing them out,” she said.
“She’s trying to hold them back.”


Zoem stared at Neenja now, her eyes large and darker than Neenja
had ever noticed them to be. “My name is Zoem.” She sounded like she had just
remembered.


“Yes, it is,” Neenja said encouragingly. 


“My name is Zoem.” Zoem sounded shocked. “You were right. My
name’s Zoem Malderyn.” Feeling to her left, she gripped Neenja’s wrist.
Surprisingly strong, the pale, narrow hands held on to Neenja as if Zoem was
afraid to let go.


“And what a pretty name it is.” Meija smiled at Zoem. “That’s a
great start, remembering, and accepting, your name. You have made remarkable
progress today.”


“Have I?” Sounding dazed, Zoem still clung to Neenja’s wrist. 


“Absolutely.” Neenja patted Zoem’s hand awkwardly. She was not
cut out to be a caregiver, or a counselor. Zoem’s skin was cold and damp to the
touch. Alarmed, Neenja turned to Admiral Heigel. “I think the doctor needs to
join us. She’s starting to show signs of shock.”


Zoem was beyond trembling now, her body shaking visibly, making
her hospital garments flutter around her.


“Fuck.” Heigel rose. “We should get her back to bed.” 


Meija pressed the sensor next to the bed as Neenja reached around
Zoem and lifted the frail-looking woman into her arms. Appalled at how little
Zoem weighed, Neenja carefully placed her on the bed and began pulling her arms
free.


“No. No.” Grabbing fistfuls of Neenja’s uniform, Zoem clung to
her. “Don’t leave me here. You’re right. I must hide. If I d-do, it might not
find me. I won’t—I won’t—”


“What’s happened here?” Doctor Lo Gjorda stepped into the room,
disinfecting her hands under the sensor before striding up to Zoem’s bed. She
took one look at the distraught woman clinging to Neenja. “What the—” She
pulled out her scanner and ran it over Zoem. “Someone, talk to me.” Her words
were clipped, and she clearly wasn’t pleased.


Heigel recapped what had transpired since they had entered the
room earlier. As she relayed the details of their conversation with Zoem,
Neenja focused on trying to hear if any of the sounds Zoem was forcing past her
clattering teeth were words or mere garbled whimpers. 


“Nes—tro—cal—” Zoem looked pleadingly at Neenja. “Nestro—cal—”
Sobbing now, she seemed to be in a full-blown panic attack. “Nes—”


“Quiet, everyone!” Neenja didn’t care that two of the other
people present outranked her and that the civilian doctor legally outranked
them all, as she was medically in charge of Zoem. “She’s trying to tell us
something.”


The surprised silence made it easier to hear what Zoem was
saying. “Nestrocalder. It will come. The Nestrocalder. It will find me, and
people will die because of me. The Nes—tro—calder—” Zoem stopped talking as if
someone clipped a cable, and her eyelids fluttered closed. 


Neenja could hardly believe Zoem’s staccato words. Surely, she
had misheard because of the woman’s shaking voice? The Nestrocalder, also known
as the creature, would come?
The mythical figure that was behind the abduction of Commander Pamas
Seclan? It was here on Gemocon? Neenja had read Pamas’s report from her
twenty-year-long abduction back on Oconodos. She was the mother of the
commander of the air group, Commander Aniwyn “Spinner” Seclan, who had thought
her mother had abandoned her and most likely was dead. When Pamas had revealed
herself only a few months ago, she had also told them that the Nestrocalder was
no mere myth. 


The creature was real. The risk that it was on Gemocon had been
part of the discussion, but they had found nothing to corroborate that
possibility. If this woman, Zoem, was right, and it wasn’t her fear and
flashbacks talking, they were going to have to regroup and alter their
approach. Legend said that the creature was the most powerful changer of them
all. If it was true, what could they possibly do to countermand such power?


Doctor Lo Gjorda pressed her fingers against Zoem’s long, slender
neck. “Her pulse is rapid, but steady. I think she may have just fainted,” she
said and tucked a blanket closely around the still body. 


Not shaking anymore, except for a faint shudder traveling up
along her body, Zoem looked like she had merely fallen asleep. The red hair
spilled over the pillow, flowing like a copper river down onto the bed. The
dark circles under her eyes looked like bruises, and Neenja could still feel
how cold Zoem was. She pulled yet another blanket from the foot of the bed and
tucked it in around her. “There. You’ll get warmer soon.”


“The Nestrocalder?” Meija murmured. “Could she mean that it’s
really here?”


“If it is, I want to know how it got here. On which ship. The
Advance ships? The Pathfinder?
And if so, which cube?” Heigel asked, her voice menacing. “Clearly this young
woman is terrified of it, and we all know some of what Pamas went through.”


“Yes, we do.” Adjusting her features so none of the other women
could read her expression, or see the cold dread rise inside her, Neenja cupped
Zoem’s cheek. The mention of the Nestrocalder made her own body clench, and she
tried to envision what being in the Nestrocalder’s presence was like. Being
threatened, coerced, perhaps even tortured—and still live to tell. In Zoem’s
case, it had also meant being locked in a canister connected to her every
system and used to create clones. “We need to bring in Caya and Briar Lindemay
again. I know Caya saw some of the creatures in her visions.” The benevolent
Lindemay sisters had time and time again saved the Gemoconian people by using
their powers of clairvoyance and mindreading, which made them folk heroes. Caya
was also married to the Gemoconian president, Thea Tylio.


“Agreed.” Heigel stood. “We also need Pamas.” Tapping her
communicator, Heigel barked an order to a nameless subordinate about setting up
a meeting. She turned to her wife Meija and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I
want you to be part of this, Meija. You as well, Commander KahSandra, as Zoem
Malderyn appears to respond to you.”


“All right.” Meija nodded. “And if Caya is going to be part of
it, so will her wife.” She gave a gentle smile. “President, or not.”


Neenja tuned them out. Hoping that Zoem would wake up again, she
was disappointed when the woman seemed to slip further and further into a deep
sleep. Who could blame her, though? Regaining memories, talking, having a panic
attack—it was a lot for most people, and Neenja thought this woman looked frail
enough for a mild mountain breeze to topple her.


If the Nestrocalder indeed was on Gemocon, then Neenja knew what
her ultimate mission would be. No matter whom she was assigned to protect, her
main objective was to hunt this creature down—and kill it.


Chapter Four

 

 

 


Caya Lindemay opened the door to the new structure on the
main street crossing the capital and took in the sight of two women standing
outside. “Commander KahSandra.” She greeted the stern and daunting chief of the
presidential guardsmen. 


“Miss Lindemay.” Bowing slightly at the hip, KahSandra, tall,
muscular, and rarely smiling, was all military, all the time. 


Getting better at not letting other people’s private thoughts and
lives enter her mind if she could avoid it, Caya still couldn’t help but pick
up on how hard it was for the commander to keep her equilibrium at times.
Turning toward the other woman, whom she was honored to call one of her closest
friends, Caya smiled. “And Korrian.”


“Caya. You look even more radiant than usual,” Korrian said and
kissed her cheek. “I know we’re early, but—”


“No, you’re fine. I just got here, and so did Briar. She’s making
herbal tea.” Noticing KahSandra’s quick frown, she tilted her head. “I take it
that’s not your favorite beverage, Commander? What can I get you instead?”


“Just water will be fine, sir.”


Cringing at the “sir,” Caya merely nodded and walked over to the
kitchenette counter by the far wall. There her sister was pulling three mugs
from the recycling unit. 


“I heard,” she said and poured some bottled water into a tall
mug. “Here you go, Commander.” She turned and handed it to KahSandra. “It is
the first of a test batch from the wells in the north.”


KahSandra looked dubiously into her glass. “Oh, yes?”


“It has been tested and retested multiple times. Truth be told,
we never saw such pure water on Oconodos. At least not during the last
century.” Gesturing around her, Caya smiled. “What do you think of Briar’s and
my new office space? We’re very happy with it. We can see clients in our
special room at the back. It’s decorated in a way that gives the client a
feeling of safety and of being in a regular home.” She motioned them over while
opening a door. 


Inside, soft, plush chairs and a couch created a perimeter around
a low table. Paintings, books, and sculptures gave the space interest without
overpowering the client. No technology other than the state-of-the-art mood
lighting was visible.


“Amazing, Caya,” Korrian said, looking around. “Very restful.
What do you think, Commander?”


KahSandra had walked into the room and studied it. Caya had never
seen her grin broadly, but now she smiled faintly as she turned to them. “This
is a lovely room, Miss Lindemay—”


“Caya. Please. All this ‘Miss Lindemay’ and ‘sir’ is totally
confusing. I never know if the person I talk to means me or my sister when
we’re in the same room. And we have gone through quite a bit together, Neenja.
Can I call you that?” She hoped KahSandra would agree. Caya preferred to be on a
first-name basis with the people she worked with.


“Absolutely, um, Caya.” Neenja looked rigid again, but Caya
sensed she was not averse to the familiarity that using first names implied.
Perhaps the woman was simply shy?


Korrian took a seat at the elliptical table and opened her
briefcase. Pulling out her tablet, she motioned for the others to join her. “As
you have been informed, the woman who is known as Zoem Malderyn has regained
consciousness completely. The first two days after she came to, she was in and
out of it, but during the last three, she’s been stable and managed to move
about the security ward, regaining her strength.”


“You mean her physical strength, I would imagine?” Caya had sat
down next to Korrian and opposite Neenja. She studied the commander, who looked
apprehensive, or perhaps even disapproving. Without Briar reading Neenja’s
emotions—and neither she nor Caya would ever enter anyone’s mind without
explicit permission—they couldn’t be sure.


“Yes, of course. Although,” Korrian said and motioned toward
Neenja, “Neenja has been able to reach her more than most. You may have a
better insight to her emotional state.”


“I’m not so sure about that, but Zoem does seem to relax
marginally around me.” Neenja shrugged. “I don’t like how fast some of this is
going, though. She’s barely gotten her bearings and is already being
interrogated as if she’s
this damn Nestrocalder.” Her frown deepening, Neenja glared at the three of
them as if she expected them all to overrule her instantly.


“I’m all for taking it slow with her, from her emotional
well-being’s point of view,” Briar said, looking sorrowful, “but we also have
to consider the safety of more than two million people.”


“She’s one of them. Zoem’s a victim too,” Neenja said darkly.


“As far as we know,” Briar said and tapped her chin. “I have been
getting regular updates of her physical status, but something doesn’t add up. I
can’t quite put my finger on it, but it’s as if she…is holding back, or even
masking something?” She shrugged. “I mean, anything physical ought to show up
on her regular scans, and any psychological issues should be flagged by Doctor
Lo Gjorda?”


Korrian tapped commands into her tablet. “Can you do a reading
with her?” 


“We could, but—” 


“Probe her mind, you mean? Will that help her get her equilibrium
back?” Neenja snapped.


Briar leaned back into her chair, scrutinizing Neenja’s
expression. “Nobody is probing anyone, Neenja. Certainly not without either
their consent or a court order signed by all five judges of the Highest Court.
Those are the new laws Caya and I have suggested and said judges have
approved.”


Caya nodded. “We are adamant about keeping our new homeplanet
safe and, yes, bring down the malevolent changers that are the root of the
problem here just as much as they were on Oconodos. That said, we’re not about
to violate the rights of innocent civilians caught in the crossfire.”


“Good.” Neenja rested her elbows on the table. “As long as we
don’t forget that fact.”


Clearing her throat, Korrian brought up a video file on her
tablet. “Ms. Malderyn’s night staff sent this for us to peruse. They have
reported her having restless nights before, but according to Doctor Lo Gjorda,
this is like nothing they’ve ever witnessed before.” She pressed a few sensors,
and the video file appeared on the large screen. The clear image showed Zoem
Malderyn in her hospital bed, seemingly sound asleep.


“Do they give her any sedatives or relaxants before she goes to
bed?” Caya asked. 


“Yes, but only for the last week. Before then, Ms. Malderyn’s catatonic
state made her ‘calm enough,’ to quote the night nurse.” Korrian shook her
head. “I had hoped they would make sure she actually slept, not only lie still
with her eyes closed, but they began to provide Zoem quality sleep only when
she ‘made a fuss.’ Still quoting.” 


Caya could hardly believe what she heard. Briar, her sister, was
a nurse who put the patient’s wellbeing first and her own comfort last. She
would never have let this go on. “Do we have reason to believe that the night
staff knew she wasn’t actually sleeping well before this?”


“No proof, of course, but it’s likely. I’ve given orders that
they screen new staff members to care for her during the night shift, so I’m
not sure how the former ones slipped through our strict screenings and your in-depth
readings, Caya. Perhaps they started out the right way but deteriorated for
some reason.” Korrian pointed at the screen. “Here we go. Look.”


Caya and the others directed their attention to the now-twitching
Zoem Malderyn. She tossed and turned, her face distorted in agony or anguish,
or both. Caya narrowed her eyes. “Why—Creator of…Is she strapped down?” Aghast,
she saw Korrian nod. “On whose orders?”


“No orders of such a measure are noted by Doctor Lo Gjorda.”
Korrian rubbed the back of her neck, her face showing her age for once. “Seems
the staff of one particular night shift didn’t feel safe unless she was
restrained.”


“Fuck that.” Neenja snarled. “They need to be charged and
dismissed.”


“That’s for the hospital administrators to decide, but I don’t
disagree with you.” Korrian nodded grimly.


“Can we zoom in?” Caya asked, squinting at the screen. “Looks
like she’s saying something. And is there audio to go with the surveillance
equipment?”


“Yes, there is.” Korrian tapped at her tablet. “Brace yourselves.”


Every single hair on Caya’s body rose at the soft wails coming
from Zoem as the woman tossed and tugged at the restraints. Every now and then
words broke loose. “D-don’t hurt her. Please, don’t. I’ll be good. I promise.”
Switching between moans, grunts, and screeches, Zoem begged some nameless
creature for mercy, shaking so hard the bed rattled. After ten minutes of this
agony, a nurse entered and simply placed a medicine infuser at her neck,
watching as Zoem instantly sank back, murmuring, but then went quiet.


“How’s she doing?” a voice asked out of frame. 


“She’ll be quiet the rest of the night, if we’re lucky. It’s
enough that we’re risking our lives putting up with a traitor like her. We
shouldn’t have to listen to that racket all night long.” The nurse then gave
the bed a kick before she left.


Caya could barely see for the tears rising in her eyes. “Damn
it.” She was trembling, and even if she hadn’t touched either Zoem or the
nameless nurse, she could feel the panic of the first and the contempt of the
latter. “I can’t bear to watch this anymore.” She covered her eyes.


“Sweetheart,” Briar said and wrapped an arm around her shoulders.
“Come here.” 


Caya turned her head and buried her face against her sister’s
neck. “Just give me a moment.”


“We need to see Zoem, but some changes have to be made to her
care before we can do that,” Briar said. “She can’t stay in the same
environment where she has been systematically abused.”


Caya inhaled Briar’s familiar scent. “There. Better.” After
finding her bearings, she straightened and wiped away the last of her tears.
“If we’re going to be able to help her, and thus help you, Briar is right. We
need new accommodations for Zoem. The hospital is once and for all a toxic
environment for her. She needs to stay in a safe, calm place, away from the
public eye.”


“She’s not in the public eye at all,” Korrian said. “She’s being
guarded—”


“Not good enough,” Briar said mildly. “She’s not being well cared
for, and I can practically guarantee that she won’t be able to let us in while
still in that room. If we can’t have the optimal circumstances to do our job
when it comes to something as important as this, likely we’ll fail.”


“I’ve seen you read people during far less favorable conditions.”
Korrian was frowning now, and her exasperation was obvious. 


“True. But don’t you agree that the fallout of our potential
failure this time is so much worse? Of all the crises we’ve been through, this
sounds to me like, what do you call it, the endgame?” Caya half stood, resting
her palms against the table. “Please. Think about it. If we move Zoem somewhere
just as protected, just as safe, but a home,
we can do so much better—and much faster.”


“Do you have any such location in mind, Caya?” Neenja looked less
agitated, and instead her eyes shone with interest. 


“I do.” Caya raised her chin. “I need to check with my wife, but
the best place I can think of is the guest wing of the presidential palace.” 


Chapter Five

 

 

 


President Gassinthea Mila Tylio strode through the foyer of
the presidential palace, where she resided in the south wing with her wife. The
thought of Caya made her smile and want nothing more than to wrap her arms
around the young woman she loved and who, magically, loved her back.


“Madam President?” A male voice interrupted her thoughts, and
fearing he might have something to say that would keep her from her wife, she
wanted to growl at him. Narrowing her eyes deliberately, she dialed down her
impatience.


“Yes, Mr. Dotra?” 


“Miss Caya wants you to join her in the east wing, sir. She said
to let you know it is important.” The young man, one of Thea’s new assistants,
looked carefully at her.


Important? Caya never exaggerated, like so many of Thea’s fellow
politicians loved to do. If Caya called something important, it was most likely
extremely so. “Take me to her.” 


“I’m afraid I can’t do that.” Now Mr. Dotra was wringing his
hands. “Admiral Korrian is with your…um, with Ms. Caya, sir. She said it is
classified and above my pay grade. Literally.” Clearly the latter was a relief
to Mr. Dotra.


Stopping so suddenly, her assistant nearly walked into her, Thea
sighed impatiently. Not fair to Dotra, she surmised, but she’d had a long day.
“Which room exactly? At least they must have told you that much—or are they
expecting me to search for them?”


“No, ha-ha, of course not,” Mr. Dotra said and cleared his
throat. “East wing. Third floor. Room eight. Sir. Madam President.”


Refusing to smile at her assistant’s obvious nervous eagerness to
please, Thea nodded and held up her hand toward the presidential guardsmen two
steps behind her. “You’re dismissed.”


“But, sir…” The female guardsman said reluctantly.


“This is the house I’m the safest in, don’t you agree? Or are you
telling me the perimeter is not secure?” Thea didn’t wait for a reply but
strode toward the stairs. There was an elevator, but after traveling by nothing
but elevator and jumper cars aboard the Pathfinder
for so long, she enjoyed the freedom of choosing the stairs, among other
things. 


As Thea reached the third floor and saw four presidential
guardsmen standing outside the main doors leading into the east wing, she began
to understand that something major was in the works. She glanced briefly toward
the south-wing residence, where she had originally been heading, and began
walking toward the guardsmen.


“Ladies. Gentlemen.” She passed them and strode into the wide
corridor, looking at the numbers of the rooms above the doors. As it turned
out, she didn’t have to, as a familiar voice reached her long before she found
room eight. 


“Add bars to the windows? Are you crazy?” The voice belonged to
Caya. “The whole point in taking her to stay here was to provide her with a
nice and cozy, homelike
room. If you put bars, or any visible lock, on the windows, you might as well
throw her into protective custody in the damn brig!”


Thea walked through the door and stopped just inside it, curious
at what was going on. The room was indeed cozy and homelike. A soft-looking bed
with lots of pillows stacked against the headrest dominated it. The room also
boasted a small kitchenette, a recycler, dressers and wardrobes, and an ensuite
bathroom. Glancing at the person in one of the armchairs by the window, Thea
felt her eyes widen. The woman from the cave, Zoem Malderyn.


“Am I interrupting something?” Thea spoke since nobody had yet
noticed her presence. Korrian, Caya, Briar, Commander KahSandra, and two men,
whom she guessed belonged to the national security council, all turned their
heads as if on cue. Zoem Malderyn sat motionless in her chair and merely looked
out the window, seemingly oblivious to Thea’s voice.


“Thea. Thank the Creator.” Caya hurried over to her. “I have
something to tell you.” She kissed Thea’s cheek, not a polite air kiss, but a
proper, loving kiss that settled something inside Thea that she only now
realized needed settling.


“Oh, let me guess, darling. It has something to do with our
mystery guest over there.”


Caya nodded emphatically. “There’s been progress. Come and meet
Zoem Malderyn.” She motioned toward the silent redhead in the armchair. 


“Why is she here?” Thea asked bluntly. 


“She’s been talking with Neenja—I mean Commander KahSandra. She
spoke to the commander and warned us about the Nestrocalder.”


Thea froze. “Why am I hearing about this only now?” She glared at
the people in the room. “What does she have to say about the creature that
makes it a warning?”


“That’s just it. She said that much, and then…nothing.” Caya
looked imploringly at Thea. “We have to keep her safe. She wasn’t treated right
at the hospital, and now that she’s communicating, at least a little, we must
make sure nobody who doesn’t understand, and who certainly doesn’t have the
required security clearance, has access to her. Briar and I will work with her,
and we have to do so in a safe, loving environment.”


“Loving?” Thea raised her eyebrows. “What do you mean?”


“I can’t sense a lot about her, but Briar and I concur that if
we’re going to get something useful, and help her, we have to make sure she
knows she’s safe and that the Nestrocalder, whether it’s a real threat or not,
or anyone else, can’t get to her.”


Thea took Caya’s hand and squeezed it. “Introduce me properly?” 


“Sure.” Caya guided Thea over to the woman by the window. “Zoem.
This is President Tylio. She’s also my wife. My Thea.”


The national security officials and Commander KahSandra placed
their hands on their sidearms, but Thea ignored them. Instead she focused on
the very pale Zoem Malderyn. At first, Thea thought Zoem was as catatonic as
she had been when they brought her out of the cave, but then a faint tremor in
her eyelashes and her fingertips showed she wasn’t. “Hello, Zoem. I want you to
know you’re safe here. Even safer than you were at the hospital.” Thea wasn’t
sure that bringing Zoem here was the best course of action, but she trusted
Caya and Briar enough not to doubt them. 


“It will come,” Zoem murmured, suddenly turning her head and
looking directly into Thea’s eyes. “Nobody is safe. Hospital. Presidential
palace. There is no such thing as a safe place.”


Thea gasped mutedly and squeezed Caya’s hand. “By ‘it’, do you
mean the Nestrocalder?” This being had been responsible for abducting Pamas and
leaving emotional and physical scars that would always be with her.


“Yes, I do.” Zoem shifted her gaze to KahSandra. “There is no
escape. I am sorry.” A solitary tear ran down her cheek. “Your long journey has
been in vain.”


Frowning now, Thea stared at the others in the room. They too
seemed taken aback. “What do you mean, Zoem?”


“It is here. It brought me here. It had to since I’m one of the
catalysts.”


This did not make sense. Or perhaps it did. Thea thought fast.
“You mean you’re one of the five in the cave? One of the so-called templates
for the maturing clones?”


Zoem shivered, and KahSandra placed a blanket around her
shoulder. “That is part of it. I—” Bending at the waist, Zoem moaned. “No. No,
no, no.” Whimpering, she clutched her stomach. 


“She should rest,” Caya said after exchanging a glance with
Briar. “Once you have rested, Zoem, Briar and I will start working with you to
save you, and the rest of us, from this situation. We won’t abandon you.”


Thea wasn’t sure how Caya could make such a promise but knew
better than to doubt her wife’s intentions. She had seen, firsthand, what Caya
and Briar could do and also watched Caya use the orb she’d inherited from the
previous Seer, an artifact that amplified her powers enough to make her
levitate. The first time Thea had seen her hover more than a meter off the
floor together with the sparkling orb, she had nearly fainted. Caya’s
development was beyond amazing, and even Briar, the Oracle revered as the Red
Angel for the work she had done to date for the less fortunate, didn’t know
where Caya’s journey was taking her.


Commander KahSandra lifted the frail Zoem into her arms and
placed her gently on the bed, where she covered her again with the blanket.
Tucking it in around her, she smoothed down the folds. “Rest now,” she murmured
before straightening. “I’ll take the first watch.”


Korrian motioned for the rest of them to join her by the door.
“I’ll take the second, and I know Meija is waiting to do her share. She can
relieve me.” Korrian motioned for the bed. “To ensure as high a safety level as
possible, I suggest we use only the presidential chef’s food for this girl. If
someone has ill intent, it wouldn’t be impossible to try poison.”


“I can sit with her after that,” Caya said. “Briar?”


“Adina and I will do our share also.” Briar raised her head to
look over at KahSandra. “Commander? Can you contact Pamas, Darmiya, Spinner,
and brief Admiral Caydoc?”


“And Fleet Admiral Vayand?” KahSandra asked.


Caya snapped her head up and placed a hand on her sister’s arm.
“Briar?”


“Let’s keep the brass out of this just yet.” Briar blushed
faintly and smiled at Thea. “Present brass excluded, of course.”


“Of course.” Thea couldn’t begin to understand why they were
excluding the top military brass but agreed that it was wise for the group
around Zoem to remain as small as possible. And thinking of the names Briar
listed, she realized they all belonged to what people had named “Tylio’s inner
circle,” as in the people she trusted implicitly. 


“Add Lieutenant Commander Dodgmer to the list of the people who
are informed about our guest,” Thea said. “I agree with Briar. We better keep
this situation, and Zoem Malderyn, in the family.”


Chapter Six

 

 

 


Zoem found the new surroundings puzzling rather than
frightening. The room was luxurious to her and beyond anything she had ever
believed she would stay in. Instead of occasional rude and indifferent
caregivers who would rather do something else instead of nursing someone they
regarded a traitor and a threat, nice, cordial people were taking care of her
and tending to her every need.


Still, no matter how much she appreciated staying in this
wonderful room, she felt completely safe with only one person. It should have
been the president or even the admiral, but instead it was the chief of the
presidential guardsmen, Commander Neenja KahSandra. Her response was even more
peculiar since the woman was not easy to read and could be standoffish sometimes.
On a few occasions KahSandra had interfered when doctors had become a bit too
zealous about performing an abundance of tests on her. And when the debriefings
took too long and she could barely keep her eyes open, KahSandra would
typically step in and claim it was time to let her rest. Perhaps it was a
clever interrogation technique, to have one of the people present be “her
protector,” but either way, Zoem got her rest.


“May I come in?” a sonorous voice asked from the door. 


Looking up, Zoem saw the president stop just after crossing the
threshold. She was indeed as stunning as she had seemed the few times Zoem had
glimpsed her on the screen. She kept her blond hair in her trademark chignon,
and her ten-row beads, also legendary, adorned her slender neck.


“Madam President.” Zoem nearly lost her voice when uttering the
greeting. “You don’t have to ask. I hear this is your house, or palace.”


“Don’t be silly. Nobody should just walk into your room without
checking with you first. You may be in protective custody, but this is still
your room. Not even your president should just assume she can trot in.”


Zoem doubted this elegant woman trotted anywhere. President Tylio
moved with the graze of a samboya
from Oconodos. The thought of their homeplanet and the home she had
lost filled Zoem’s eyes with tears.


“Have I upset you? May I sit down for a moment?” President Tylio
took two long strides and perched on the stool next to Zoem’s chair. 


“Yes, of course. You needn’t ask. And no, you haven’t upset me.
Not at all. I thought of home for some reason. And that made me think of my
mother.”


“So, your memories are returning?” Tylio crossed her legs and
kept studying Zoem.


“Yes and no.” Zoem picked at the hem of her cardigan. “I seem to
remember the days on Oconodos better than the ones here. I have a few memories
of being transported, but no tangible ones from this place. This new planet.”
This was the most words she had spoken in one stretch since she woke up in the
hospital.


“How much have they informed you of this planet and why we’re
here?”


“Not very much. The planet is called Gemocon, to meld together
the people here that originate from the Oconodos and Gemosis homeworlds. You
are the president, which I knew, and some changers managed to join the
non-changers in coming here.” Zoem gasped for air, as she had spoken without
drawing new breath. “Am I a changer?”


“Not as far as we know. What confuses us is that something about
you makes scanning you, and reading your emotional state, very difficult.”
Tylio tapped her lower lip. “Would you agree to a deeper scan carried out by my
wife, Caya, and her sister Briar?”


Zoem recoiled, and she saw the president noticed. “I’m not sure…”


“I understand that you may feel reluctant, but the session is not
intrusive physically. Actually, I have had it done, and it was hard to remember
some things, but it was also quite the catharsis.” Tylio gently took Zoem’s
hand. “Think about it, all right? I loathe to put additional strain on you, but
if you can help us defeat the malevolent changers that stowed away aboard Pathfinder, I would be
forever in your debt.”


The remark sounded a little strange. What could Zoem possibly
know to tip the scale against the dangerous changers? She shuddered. Still, it
felt impossible to decline when the president was asking. “I suppose,” she
said, hesitating. “Will Commander KahSandra be there?”


“That can be arranged if you feel it might help.”


Zoem rubbed her temples with cold fingertips. “Very well. If you
promise it is something I can manage, then I want to do it for the Gemoconian
people. The Nestrocalder brought me here for a reason, and you have thwarted
its plans, at least for now, so I suppose I owe it to the citizens of this
world.”


“Honestly, you don’t owe anybody anything. Just because some
fools think that you, whom we rescued against your will, were a willing
participant doesn’t mean it’s true. Your helping us this way is very
courageous.” 


“It is?” The coldness behind her skin made her shiver. “Perhaps.”


“I will let you rest and will talk to my wife in the meantime. I
think Commander KahSandra is in the building. I will let her know we need her
to attend the reading.”


“Can you be there—I’m so sorry.” Zoem now clasped her forehead.
“That was presumptuous.” Her cheeks warmed, and she didn’t know how to meet
Tylio’s gaze. Eventually she did and found only kindness.


“If I can manage, I will.”


Zoem was momentarily at a loss for words. “Thank you, Madam
President.” 


“All right. I’ll go back to the conference room and listen more
to the agricultural innovations they are trying to explain to me. Soon enough,
they’ll realize I don’t understand a thing.” Tylio gave a deep shrug and then
said good-bye.


As Zoem watched the president leave her room, she slid farther
down into the chair and pulled her feet up under her. This modified fetal
position usually comforted her, but today, too much was at stake.


 


***


 


Two hours later, a familiar step approached, and Zoem sat up on
the edge of her bed. She had been resting but couldn’t fall asleep. Echoes from
the past mixed with images of things she had no conscious recollection of, and
the jumble unsettled her enough to keep her awake.


Neenja stopped at the threshold and rapped her nails on the
doorframe. “Hello, Zoem. Am I disturbing you?”


Neenja wasn’t, but so what? It wasn’t like Zoem felt she was able
to not grant someone in power access, no matter what the president had told her
earlier. If she got up and tried to walk out of here, they would stop her and
incarcerate her somewhere much worse. Jail, the brig, a place like that. She
would be considered a terrorist, liaised with the Nestrocalder. Instead she did
her best to smile politely. “Of course not, Commander. Come in.”


“Please, call me Neenja.” The commander returned the smile in a
way that seemed she was out of practice rather than being polite or forcing her
response. “With the risk of repeating what everyone else asks you ten times a
day, how are you feeling?”


This remark turned Zoem’s own smile into a genuine one. “I’m
getting better by the hour. The food combined with the nutritional intravenous
treatment help with that. I think I’ve gained weight as well, which I really
needed.” 


“Sounds good. I heard you had a visit from the president.” Neenja
gestured at the chair next to the bed, but Zoem shook her head.


“That’s a horribly hard and uncomfortable chair. Let’s sit by the
windows instead. I can’t seem to get enough natural daylight.” She slid down
from the tall bed and padded on bare feet to the seating area. Neenja followed
her and took an armchair opposite Zoem’s. Leaning back, she crossed her legs
and folded her hands on her lap. It was a relaxed pose, but to Zoem, Neenja
seemed more like she was trying to look
at ease, rather than being so.


“I’m not sure if you have been informed that I’m your personal
guard whenever you want to move around, leave this room, or even the
presidential palace,” Neenja said. “If we go out, an entire security detail
will come along—all for your safety, of course.”


“Of course,” Zoem heard herself echo hollowly. “So, just you
otherwise?”


“Yes.”


“But what about your other duties? I understand you’re the chief
of the presidential guardsmen.” Zoem’s ears began making that low-pitched
buzzing noise that came over her when she least expected it. Ever since she
came to, it happened with increasing frequency. She placed her right hand
against her ear and started to tremble.


“My current duty is to make sure you’re safe…what’s wrong?”
Neenja uncrossed her uniform-clad legs and leaned forward. “Zoem?”


“Just, um, tinnitus, I think. It’s very disturbing but not
painful.” Zoem hummed, as she found this distraction helped drown out the
noise. Usually an attack lasted only a few minutes, but it was quite loud, and
though she had insisted it wasn’t painful, it was borderline.


“Do your physicians know?” Neenja rose and crouched next to
Zoem’s chair. “Should I page someone?”


“No. Please don’t. I don’t want to sound ungrateful, but I see
enough medical professionals as it is. It won’t go on much longer.” Zoem
attempted a reassuring smile but knew she failed. 


Neenja looked hesitant but then rose and walked in behind Zoem.
“If it is tinnitus, something my mother suffered from, this might help a
little.” 


Zoem felt Neenja pull her hair back. Then firm fingers began
drumming behind Zoem’s ears, against the bone structure there. Neenja rapped
quickly, much like she had done against the door frame, but not using her nails
at all.


The noise in Zoem’s ears lasted another thirty seconds, and then
it began to mellow and fade away. 


“It’s disappearing,” Zoem said, expecting Neenja to stop.


Instead Neenja continued for at least another minute. “For good
measure,” she said before she rounded Zoem’s chair and resumed her seat. “Your
color is better again. Good.”


“Thank you. That was amazing.” Tilting her head, Zoem squinted as
she scanned the handsome woman before her. Her black, long hair, kept in a
tight braid and with a sooty texture, as it was completely without shine, and
her surprisingly pale amber eyes, was indeed a unique combination. High
cheekbones and a squarely set jaw emphasized Neenja’s stern expression. Zoem
imagined this characteristic was an asset in Neenja’s line of work. She
couldn’t imagine anyone not standing at rigid attention when this woman was in
command. “When did you learn to do that?” Zoem asked, referring to the tapping
behind her ears.


“Tinnitus is quite common, and as I said, my mother had it. It’s
also far too common among soldiers subjected to explosions and loud weapons. A
physician I met as a lieutenant once gave me this advice when I asked about it.
I was then commander of a unit when an attack was launched at the president
back on Oconodos. As it turned out, most of my subordinates found it relieved a
majority of their discomfort.” Neenja returned to her previous pose in her
chair. “Is this a new occurrence, or do you remember suffering from tinnitus
before?”


“I…I can’t remember from the time before I came to at the
hospital here.” Frowning, Zoem tried to think back to what glimpses of her past
she recalled. “Here it happens almost every day.” She pulled her legs up,
wanting what comfort the position brought her. “It’s honestly rather awful.”


“I can only imagine.” Looking ill at ease, Neenja shifted in her
chair. “Can you share what you last remember before you were rescued from the
cave?”


Not quite sure how to respond, Zoem sucked her lower lip in
between her teeth. “Did they really? I mean, rescue me? I can’t shake the
feeling that I’m more a crime-scene find, even if that gave the same result.”
Zoem drew a trembling breath. “Don’t misunderstand me. I’m grateful for not
being in the cave, stuck in a, what was it, a pod, or a canister? Truly. But
that still doesn’t change how I feel.”


“What makes you think you weren’t a real rescue?” Neenja didn’t
disagree, Zoem noticed, only asked the follow-up question in a neutral tone.


“Well, had you known I was in there, that could have suggested
you were there to rescue me. I also know I wasn’t the only humanoid present.”


It was Neenja’s turn to frown. “How can you know this if you
don’t remember?” Her eyes narrowed as she scrutinized Zoem, perhaps for signs
of her lying.


Smiling sorrowfully, Zoem shook her head. “I have ears. I heard
people talking around me the entire time after the so-called rescue. You might
be shocked how much members of a hospital staff pick up on and how much of that
they inadvertently share with seemingly unconscious patients.” 


Her eyes darkening, Neenja stood and began pacing back and forth.
“So, you’re telling me the hospital staff in charge of your care are aware of
everything that happened in the cave?”


“I have no way of knowing how much they know, or not, but the
information I have comes largely from them, especially the night shift. Maybe
they felt safe discussing matters, being alone and with hardly any risk of
being overheard.” 


“This is outrageous. I’m going to deal with this situation. And
just so you know, Zoem, finding you and the other four was unexpected, and if
the team had had enough time, they could have rescued the other four as well.
It was happenstance that we ended up saving you, but nonetheless, they all
worked hard to get you out of there.”


“As I said, I’m grateful for that. I doubt it will change
anything in the long run, as the Nestrocalder’s power is so great, but the
rescuers’ act of kindness and forgiveness matters to me. Perhaps I will get a
few days of being almost free.” 


Zoem looked longingly at the beautiful scenery outside. Workers
had already begun to move part of the Caydoc park from cube one of Pathfinder and replant
it outside the palace. In the distance, blue-green mountains, capped with ice
or snow, created a beautiful backdrop. If not for what had happened to her
there, the horror she had been part of, she could have regarded those mountains
with awe. Now they were in a sense tarnished by the atrocities committed by
malevolent changers, led by the Nestrocalder.


“What do you mean by ‘the rescuers’ forgiveness”? Neenja asked,
breaking Zoem’s reverie.


Surprised, Zoem blinked. “That should be obvious.” 


“Well, tell me anyway.”


“I was instrumental in the creation of creatures that would be
soulless automatons, at best, or murdering beasts, if the Nestrocalder had
succeeded. My DNA would have been replicated, but for an individual to be
created during such horrible circumstances, it—I can barely stomach thinking
about it.”


“How do you remember this now?” Neenja produced a tablet and
tapped in a command. No doubt she was recording their interaction.


“I have overheard things, as I said, and, combining them with my
memories and my dreams, have filled in the blanks, in a manner of speaking.”
Pushing her long, heavy hair back, Zoem sighed. “I have huge gaps, some of them
probably spanning over years. I remember being taught as if in school when I
was younger. The tests, all kinds, were rigorous. If I failed at something, the
punishment was severe.”


Neenja closed her eyes briefly. “I’m sorry this happened to you.
I can’t see how anyone could ever blame you for being kidnapped, violated, and
ultimately used as a template for illegal, dangerous clones.”


“You misunderstand. I don’t take responsibility for what was done
to me as a child or an adolescent, but later, I don’t remember much of it, but
I should have taken any
opportunity to prevent my participation.” Zoem clasped her hands harder.


“How could you have fought back? You were outnumbered, and they
were changers with powers second to very few.”


“Neenja.” A mix of pity and tenderness filled Zoem as she looked
at Neenja. This woman, so strong, so controlled, still couldn’t figure out what
Zoem meant, probably because it wouldn’t occur to her for a single second in
the first place. “I should have ended it. Permanently. I should have taken my
own life when I still had time.”


Chapter Seven

 

 

 


Neenja had to admit she was shocked. Not only because of
Zoem’s words, but with the soft, matter-of-fact way the frail woman
communicated her intent. “You can’t be serious.” Neenja sat up straight. “The
Gemoconian authorities would never expect, and certainly not demand, such a
sacrifice. We have several potential plans in the works, and not one entails
your demise.”


“Neenja. Shh.” Raising her slender hands, her skin so pale it was
nearly transparent, Zoem looked at Neenja with shining eyes. “No matter how
many clever plans you construct, trust me, it won’t help. If the people risking
their lives by traveling through unknown intergalactic space to find a new,
safe home stand a chance, my solution is the only one. Trust me. I’m not keen
on dying, but the majority, in this case, must be our top priority. As long as
I’m alive, the Nestrocalder will come for me, and people will be hurt or killed
in the process. It’s as simple as that.”


“There’s nothing simple about it. I refuse to sit here and listen
to this nonsense. Taking one’s own life is—it’s giving up. You’ve survived
against immense odds, and ending everything now…it’s like spitting on the ones
that died to save you.”


“You’re mistaken.” Zoem’s voice sank, and so, it seemed, did the
temperature in the room. Sounding cold and callous in a manner she had never
done before, she continued. “Nobody was there to save me, or any of the other
four, when they set out on their mission. I’m not privy to what the teams’
objectives truly were, but my fellow catalysts and I were the Nestrocalder’s
best-kept secret.” Zoem pulled up her knees and hugged them to her chest. “And
as far as I’ve learned, once I was out of the cave, no more lives among the
so-called rescue team were lost. So, no. I don’t spit on any saviors, as there
were none.”


Taken aback when she saw the ice in Zoem’s normally so-soft eyes,
Neenja had to reel her temper in. “You’re right. In theory. It wasn’t a rescue
attempt—to begin with. But it became one once the canisters began to explode.
Both for you and the rest of our team in there. I wasn’t there, that’s true,
but I have read all the after-action reports, and all the injured on site
received the same life-saving efforts, including you.”


“That doesn’t change the fact that nobody was originally there
for me. For many years, nobody has missed me or looked for me. I was the
Nestrocalder’s prisoner, kept in some different damp cells in bunkers in the
jungle.”


“You remember more and more?”


“I do. And because I do, I’m realizing what I decided a long time
ago. My life is already forfeited. The Nestrocalder used me for its horrible
intents, and I clearly became what it wanted since it used me as a catalyst.”


“Nothing that happened to you is fair by any stretch of the
imagination,” Neenja said, forcing her voice to be soft. “You were a child, I’m
sure, when you were taken. Instead of having a normal childhood, or what went
for one when it came to Oconodos, you never knew which day would be your last.”


“Yes.” Pressing her forehead against her knees, Zoem drew a long,
trembling breath. “At least you understand that much.”


“And so, living during such conditions for so long, with no hope
of someone coming to your aid, ending your life on your own terms would
understandably seem like the only option. Perhaps even a welcome one?”


Snapping her head up, Zoem stared at Neenja, her jaw slack.
“How—how can you possibly know?”


“Because I’ve been there,” Neenja heard herself say. “Nothing as
bad as what happened to you, but bad enough.”


“What happened?” Zoem asked in a husky whisper.


“That’s a story for another time. I think we’ve exhausted you far
too long.” Back-pedaling now, Neenja stood. “You look like you need a nap. May
I assist you?” She held out a hand.


Taking the proffered hand, Zoem stood, but she wobbled and nearly
fell over. By instinct, Neenja put one arm around Zoem’s back and one under her
bent knees. Lifting her, she carried her over to the bed and placed her gently
on the bed. 


“Every time I think I can manage, that I’m finally getting
stronger, I almost faint like some fragile old maid.” Pursing her lips, Zoem
looked annoyed. It was the first time Neenja had seen the woman look anything
but either icy or poised and well put together.


“Are you kidding?” Neenja said impulsively. “We’ve just scratched
the surface of the horrors you’ve endured. It’s going to take time.”


“Time you don’t have,” Zoem said and seemed to melt into the bed.


Neenja registered that Zoem left herself out in her last
sentence. “I have to report what you told me earlier. We can’t allow you to
commit suicide, Zoem. First, we’re not barbarians, like the Nestrocalder, and
second, you can help us more if you’re alive. I’m going to place you on suicide
watch. This means being monitored at all hours.”


“What?” Zoem gasped.


“It can’t be helped. I would not be performing my duties if I
allowed something like that to happen. I know you have an appointment with the
Lindemay sisters this afternoon, and I hope they can help you reconcile
yourself to the fact that you’re alive and have to figure things out from
there.”


“So, people will spy on me around the clock?” Jutting her chin
out, Zoem looked furious. “It’s insane to use that type of manpower when the
outcome will be the same either way.”


Placing her hands on either side of Zoem’s head on the pillow,
Neenja spoke with emphasis, pronouncing each word carefully. “You will have
someone at your side at any given time.”


“And that will be your undoing,” Zoem whispered. “The
Nestrocalder will use your misplaced, forgiving attitude against you, and
you’ll end up its slave—at best.”


“With your help, we’ll be ready for it to show up, and we’ll take
it out and continue building our new home.”


Zoem closed her eyes and rolled over on her right side, facing
away from Neenja. Realizing she had been dismissed, Neenja tugged at her
communicator. “Commander KahSandra here. Send a female guard to Ms. Malderyn’s
quarters.” After the dispatch confirmed the new orders, Neenja decided to wait
in the corridor, leaving the door half open so she could watch Zoem.


When the guard joined her, Neenja briefed her about Zoem’s
intentions. The woman about to take over from Neenja looked suitably calm and
walked inside and sat down on a chair next to the door.


Neenja hurried down the corridor, heading for the private
quarters of the presidential residential area. She had to talk to Tylio and
Caya. 


 


***


 


Briar Lindemay knew something was very, very wrong as soon as she
laid eyes on Zoem Malderyn. She was what they called an empath, and even a mind
reader when the circumstances were extra favorable. Now, the entire body
language and facial expression of Zoem told of someone who had made up her
mind. Neenja hadn’t exaggerated. This woman was only too ready to commit what
she regarded as the ultimate sacrifice.


Glancing at her sister, Briar saw for a moment the image of the
young, naive woman Caya had been when they boarded Pathfinder more than two years ago. At the
time, Caya had been a sheltered and hidden benevolent changer with certain,
undefined gifts. Now, her younger sister was not only married to the most
powerful woman on Gemocon, but also a famous and awe-inspiring seer who
commanded an orb that strengthened her gifts. 


Now Caya sat on the side of Zoem’s bed, holding her hands. The
young woman they were trying to save and, yes, extract information from,
returned Caya’s gaze with clear resentment.


“I’m not sure this is a good idea. You’re changers. The
Nestrocalder can sense other changers, no matter if they’re good or bad. If you
use your gifts around me, how can you know that it can’t feel you? Or locate me
instantly?”


“Hush now. Don’t get so worked up, Zoem.” Caya’s voice was gentle
but not soft. “I have gifts that constantly develop, and I promise you, the
Nestrocalder won’t be able to home in on where you are or what we’re doing.”


“I don’t believe you.” Zoem was clearly starting to panic. That
was Briar’s cue.


“Hey, listen. Hold my hand as well. You’ll feel better.” Briar
took over Zoem’s right hand. It was cold and twitched in hers like a wounded
bird. “There we go. Just relax. You’ll be fine.”


“You don’t understand,” Zoem whimpered, but she was settling
down. “I don’t want to be responsible for anyone getting hurt or killed.”


“And you won’t.” Briar hummed gently. “Now let us in. You agreed
to this, and I think you’ll notice how much better you will feel later.”


“No…” Zoem sobbed once, but then her features relaxed. “Wh-what
are you doing?” She squinted. “I’m warm. I mean, I haven’t felt warm in a very,
very long time.” Zoem now clung to Briar’s hand. “I can’t even remember when
I’ve felt like this.”


“Then just bask in the warmth. You deserve it.” Caya spoke
quietly. “You’re safe, and we won’t let anything happen to you.” She reached
out with her free hand and placed it on her orb that was sitting on a special
stand next to Zoem’s bed. “Just keep your eyes closed, and we’ll do all the
work. Relax.” Caya glanced at Briar for confirmation. “Ready, sis?”


“I am.” Briar closed her eyes and accepted the currents streaming
from her sister through Zoem to her. One of Caya’s gifts was to use Briar as an
interpreter, especially if their client was too frail, like Zoem. 


Flickering images, out of focus and constantly moving, flooded
Briar’s senses. She let her mind work in tandem with Caya’s, trying to decipher
the vast amount of information. It seemed normal as they, in a sense, were
scanning Zoem’s entire life.


A woman came into view, and Zoem’s total joy at seeing her made
Briar realize this was Zoem’s mother. The blond woman twirled, her hands locked
in a gentle but firm grip with Zoem’s. Briar felt them around hers and had to
smile at the feeling of flying in a circle around the woman.


“Mama…” Zoem sighed. 


“She looks like a lovely person,” Caya murmured. “Now, we need to
go to the place where you were taken, sweetheart. Don’t be afraid. You’re not
actually there, but you will see everything as it unfolded.”


Zoem merely nodded. Briar admired the courage of the traumatized
woman. Unlike only earlier in the day, when Zoem had tried to harden herself
and push them away, Briar felt that deep under the surface, Zoem wanted to
help, and if they could show her the many different solutions to destroy the
Nestrocalder’s plans, they might just save her life.


Zoem’s hand gripped Briar’s, and she could tell from Caya’s faint
grimace that Zoem had squeezed her heart just as hard. After registering this
response, Briar’s mind filled with so many faded images that she had to close
her eyes to keep the vertigo away. Without even trying to read the woman
between her and Caya, she could sense her despair. The experience had to be
overwhelming for Caya.


Chapter Eight

 

 

 


Caya fell. Her body seemed detached from her mind as she
hurled through a vortex, holding on to the only point anchoring her in this new
world, her sister on the other side of the woman responsible for this reaction.
Briar was there with her, and Caya could only imagine her confusion, as this
was not Briar’s gift. Briar was an empath, not an oracle. 


“Don’t let go, Briar. Hold on to her. We could actually lose her
mind if we become afraid now.” Caya’s voice, steady amid all the inner mayhem,
was clear. 


“I’m here.” Briar moaned. “I’m dizzy. What’s going on?”


“Just wait. I’m trying to…just wait.” Caya twirled her hand
around the orb, barely touching it. “Here we go.”


The world slowed down, and the colors around them changed from
hazy and faded to clear and vibrant. Caya blinked, and the surroundings morphed
into that of a damp, cold, grey room. Caya stood by the wall, looking over at a
very young Zoem. Dressed in a sordid, once-white coverall made from a thin sort
of fabric that hardly kept the girl warm, she sat on the floor, slumped against
the wall.


The door opened so fast it slammed into the wall. Zoem winced but
flew up and sat on a wooden stool, her back straight and her hands folded on
her lap. 


A man wearing some all-black uniform, like trousers and a cape,
strode into the room.


“Girl. Stand up.” He made an impatient motion with his left hand.


“Yes, sir.” Zoem stood, clearly fighting to remain upright. She
was emaciated, and Caya knew her captors couldn’t be feeding her properly. She
had to stop the brewing fury within her to not lose the connection.


Zoem stood there, rigidly keeping her eyes on the opposite wall
as the man circled her slowly. 


“Damn it, you’re too thin. No way can you sustain the treatment.”
He frowned as he pinched Zoem’s upper arm and tugged at her skin. “I’ll have
their heads for this.”


So, it wasn’t on this man’s order that those guarding Zoem hadn’t
fed her. Caya made an educated guess that the guards had taken some of Zoem’s
food for themselves. That, or the girl had gone on a hunger strike, or perhaps
she was simply too afraid and had set herself on a slow path to suicide. It was
a harsh thought, but who could blame her? How old was she in this glimpse into
the past? Thirteen? Fifteen? It was hard to tell.


“Sit.” The man crouched before Zoem, where she sat on the rickety
stool. “Things are going to change. I know your time here has been hellish, but
we had to move you ahead of schedule. Next week, we’re transferring you to an
underground facility that will seem like the Creator’s palace compared to this.
That will be good, right?”


What did the man expect the child who was Zoem to respond? 


“No, sir,” Zoem whispered.


“What was that?” The man frowned now.


“I said, no, sir. A luxurious prison is still a prison, sir.”
Raising her chin a few millimeters, Zoem met the man’s gaze defiantly. Caya
pressed herself against the cold, damp wall, even if she knew full well that
she was witnessing an echo from the past.


“You ungrateful little bitch.” The man backhanded Zoem, who fell
to the floor, only to get up, wipe the blood from her lower lip, and resume her
position. 


“You should know better by now,” Zoem said. “Having gone
toe-to-toe with the Nestrocalder, I’m not frightened by any of the rest of
you.”


Clearly furious now, the man swiveled and walked from the room.
Outside, he barked some orders, and a man and a woman rushed into the cell and
restrained Zoem’s hands behind her back. Without making a sound, Zoem was
dragged along between the two newcomers. 


Again, falling and growing dizzier than normal, Caya returned to
the presidential palace. Gasping, she felt Briar’s hands on her. And then,
surprisingly, other hands, Thea’s, pulled her close. 


“What have you done to yourself, darling?” Thea murmured. “Why
didn’t you wait for me?”


“Thea?” Caya gazed up at her wife, the woman she loved above
anything or anyone else. “You said it yourself. Time is of the essence, or
something to that effect. We need to know more about the Nestrocalder and its
endgame. If we don’t, we will have traded worlds for nothing.”


“I know, but still. I can’t bear to watch you risk your health
like this.”


“It paid off, in a manner of speaking, Madam President.” Zoem’s
calm voice interrupted them. 


“What?” Still holding on to Caya, Thea glared at Zoem. “What are
you talking about?”


“She made me see something I had forgotten.” Zoem sat rigid, away
from the backrest. “Caya took me back to one of the bunkers in the jungle—”


“Wait a minute. What do you—you went there with me?” Caya gripped
Thea’s hand harder. “When I do a reading like this, I alone travel back to
memories or blocked memories. None of my clients have ever been able to see or
hear anything of what I experience. Except…well, except…”


“Except me,” Thea said calmly. “And now you, Zoem. Why is that,
do you think?”


“I have no idea. I had no way of knowing it was unusual.” Raising
her hands, palms up, in a gesture meaning “no clue,” Zoem looked around the
room and then locked her gaze onto Briar. “What about you? Did you see or feel
anything that can contribute to this result?”


Briar shook her head. “I don’t know. I sensed dread. Fear.
Anger.”


“I felt all those things.” Zoem stood and began pacing back and
forth. Caya noticed, again, how tall Zoem was. Being thin and pale, she moved
like a wraith along the floor, gliding like she was walking on air.


“The strange thing that I realize only now, afterward, is that
something like a weird filter was on everything I witnessed. Like a mist, or as
if I was seeing something through a film.” Caya swept her long, blond braid
over her shoulder. “That turns this reading into something very bizarre.”


“I suggest we continue tomorrow.” Briar stood. “Caya needs to
recuperate, and I have a feeling Zoem does too.”


“I don’t.” Zoem rounded on them all, her eyes suddenly pale and
ablaze. “I want to go outside. Get some air.”


“But,” Briar said, but Thea held up her hand. 


“Why not? We’ll contact Commander KahSandra for you and have her
escort you. I think it’s wise if you stay on the palace grounds today while you
get a feel for how much walking you can manage. Or you can even get one of the
smaller hovercars to drive you around.”


“I want to walk.” Zoem seemed to have calmed down, but she still
pushed her stubborn chin forward.


“Very well.” Thea stood and extended a hand to Caya. “And you
need some downtime, darling. I have an hour before I need to get back to the
meeting.”


“Say no more.” Caya smiled tiredly and kissed Thea’s cheek. “I
think I need to rest with you.” She laughed when Thea’s cheeks colored faintly.



As they were almost through the door, Caya turned and looked at
Zoem, who stood so regally in the middle of the floor. She didn’t have to ask
Briar how Zoem was feeling in that moment, as her expression was easy enough to
decipher. Letting go of Thea’s hand, Caya walked back to Zoem and looked up
into her eyes. “Neenja will be here shortly. Do you want us to wait with you
until she gets here? I’m only asking because it breaks my heart to watch you
like this—so…so solitary.”


Zoem’s expression softened marginally. “That’s very sweet, Caya.
I have rarely been on the receiving end of such thoughtfulness since I was
taken. I don’t mean to sound ungrateful. It’s just that it’s…it’s—”


“Difficult.” Caya squeezed Zoem’s arm gently, making sure she
didn’t inadvertently read the other woman. “You don’t have to apologize for
anything. Next session, if you’ll allow me, I’ll bring some of the new
equipment that Briar’s fiancée, Commander Vantressa, has invented for us. It
actually aids us in our work quite well.”


“Good. As I said, time is running out, but for today, what we
just experienced is enough, don’t you think?” Zoem looked like she wanted to
smile. Caya would like to know what kept this woman from sharing a simple
smile, but she realized that insight would come much later.


“All right. As I said, Neenja is probably enroute as we speak.”
Caya gave Zoem a little wave and then rejoined her wife. “All right, sir. Take
me to bed.”


“Oh, please, sis. You shouldn’t say stuff like that in front of
anyone, let alone your sister. Any more mushy talk, I quit.” Briar waved for
them to leave, crinkling her nose.


“You should realize that not all parts of her have matured,” Thea
said and chuckled. “As you said, you are sisters.”


“Like I need reminding.” Briar grinned. “I’m off to meet Adina.
She’s going to show me some new gadget she’s come up with.”


“Say hello to your fiancée and remind her she’s off duty in two
days. We expect you to come to dinner.” Thea kissed Briar’s cheek before
walking upstairs with Caya. “Should we take the elevator?”


“I’m tired. Not ancient.” Caya huffed as they reached the top.
“That said, I’m going to strip naked and crawl into bed as soon as we’re in our
quarters.”


“Our residential area.” Thea corrected her with a smile.


“Yes, yes, sure. As long as you put the emphasis on our, then everything’s
perfect.” True to her word, Caya did take off her clothes and crawl into bed.
Thea kept her clothes on and just lay down on top of the covers while wrapping
her arms around Caya. Reveling in how warm and safe she felt, Caya nuzzled her
face against Thea’s neck, smiling to herself when the iconic ten-row bead
necklace clattered against her forehead.


Tapping her communicator on her lapel, Thea spoke quietly.
“Wake-up call in forty-five minutes.”


“Affirmative,” a computerized voice answered.


“Don’t you think she sounds kind of sexy?” Caya grinned.


Thea flinched. “What? Who? Zoem?” 


Chuckling, Caya hugged Thea closer, aware that she was wrinkling
her wife’s caftan and that it would make Thea slightly uncomfortable to return
to her meeting in a new outfit. “No, silly,” Caya said. “The computer. When it
says ‘affirmative’ in that low, sexy murmur.”


“Now who’s silly?” Thea snorted. “Go to sleep. I’ll tiptoe out of
here when the sexy computer wakes me.”


“Mm.” Caya couldn’t muster enough energy to utter one more word.
Closing her eyes, she thought of Thea, of the home they shared, and how she,
together with the task force consisting mainly of their friends and family,
would save the Gemoconians.


Chapter Nine

 

 

 


Neenja didn’t let her guard down for a second as she walked
through the presidential palace garden with Zoem. It wasn’t as easy to remain
vigilant as it normally was, since the woman who was grasping Neenja’s arm
looked like an entirely different person out in the sun.


Zoem’s hair shone like bright-red alloy, her complexion was close
to translucent, and for the first time, Neenja spotted a band of golden
freckles across her nose and cheekbones. The freckles made Zoem seem more human
and, in a weird way, less of a mystery, which of course was a personal
observation and not a fact.


Around them, gardeners were busy landscaping the vast lawn with
trimmed-back shrubbery that surrounded the palace on all sides. Horticulturists
had determined that the Oconodian plant life they had brought with them,
especially the trees and other plants growing in Caydoc Park on cube one, were
compatible with the Gemoconian flora.


“The air. I’ve never sensed anything so fresh,” Zoem said and
inhaled deeply for the third time. “I feel like I’m being bathed in it.”


“That was the feeling I had when I stepped off cube one and
didn’t have to breathe recycled air anymore,” Neenja said. “I know we’re still
using the type of hovercar we brought with us from Oconodos, but I have high
hopes that Commander Adina Vantressa will be able to put some of her new
inventions into the ones we’re building here. Her propulsion system will have a
lot less effect on the environment, which is important if we’re not going to
repeat those kinds of mistakes as well.”


“As well?” Zoem stopped and looked up at Neenja. 


“The changer situation getting out of hand made Oconodos
hazardous to reside on, as did the crumbling environment. The countryside
wasn’t as bad off, but the cities and towns were almost uninhabitable in some
parts. You don’t remember this problem?”


“No.” Zoem began walking again, her hand still secure in the
crease of Neenja’s left arm. “I doubt that I was ever kept in a densely
populated area. Even if they could have hidden me, how would the people that
were coming and going at all hours have avoided suspicion?”


“Good point.”


“Did I miss much?” Zoem asked, tilting her head.


“Miss much of what?” Neenja frowned as she tried to follow Zoem’s
train of thought.


“Of the sights and the fun in the big cities?” Zoem’s tone was
light, but Neenja could tell by her steady gaze that she meant the question to
be taken seriously.


“In part yes, and in other ways, no.” Shrugging, Neenja turned to
follow a new garden path due north. “Some cities back there have beautiful
architecture, statues, and, I suppose, places where people go for a good night
of partying. Then again, changer crimes were rampant when we left. Changer
gangs fought non-changer gangs, and different political factions battled for
dominance. If we had delayed takeoff, Tylio would probably have been in danger
of assassination, and the entire Exodus mission could have been sabotaged.”


“Isn’t it just that? Sabotaged?” Zoem’s eyes seemed to glow from
some inner turmoil. “The Nestrocalder is here. I’m living proof that someone is
running a clone program. Nestrocalder’s disciples carry out acts of terrorism.”
She looked sad. “And yes, I’m supposed to be this unwritten page, but I heard
things at the hospital, long before anyone realized I was lucid. They murmured
about how the hospital was hit and also about earlier attacks aboard Pathfinder.”


“I see. Well, I suppose you have a point, but here we have more
resources to use when we investigate, perhaps because conventional crimes are
at an all-time low. That means we have a window of opportunity to deploy our
law-enforcement agents and our soldiers.”


“To me that sounds like wishful thinking.”


“You underestimate us.” Neenja stopped when she spotted a new
wooden bench to the left of the path. “Want to sit down for a while?”


“Yes, please.” Zoem spoke politely, something Neenja recognized she
always did, unless her raw emotions took over. Had the Nestrocalder’s following
perhaps insisted on this behavior, beaten her until she knew to always act
perfectly? This thought didn’t sit well with Neenja. Her own childhood and
adolescence hadn’t been ideal, but for the most part she had lived out her
emotions and been allowed to express herself. The idea of being whipped into
submission made the small hairs on her arms rise.


“What is it?” Zoem tilted her head after sitting down. 


“What do you mean?” Adjusting her face to not express the ire
rising inside her, Neenja sat down next to Zoem.


“You suddenly looked so furious. Do you want to take me back to
the palace? We have been out here quite a while.” She plucked at the sleeve on
her left arm.


“Not at all. This is a pleasant change. I don’t often get to take
in the scenery like this. And I’m not angry, well, not at you, anyway.” Neenja
hoped Zoem would find that explanation sufficient.


“I won’t pry, but I wish you’d tell me. I’m not sure if it’s
because I spent so many years trying to read the slightest change of expression
or body language of my abductors, but I’m rather good at reading people when I
get the chance. That was one reason I couldn’t bear it when some of the
health-care professionals took care of me. Especially some during the night
shift. I’m not being ungrateful for the help, but they were…” Zoem’s voice
trembled.


“Horrible,” Neenja filled in. “They weren’t fit to handle any
patient, let alone you, who were emaciated, traumatized, and in shock. I can
promise you they need to get a job elsewhere. When Briar heard the full recount
of their transgressions, she, as a nurse, was all over it. She used her status
as Red Angel without hesitation, something she’s very careful not to do.”


“Red Angel?” Zoem shifted, turning to face Neenja. 


“That’s a moniker she got from the people when she worked aboard Pathfinder. She had a
way to reach people on a deep level, and the rumor of her great ability for
empathy spread. She was unaware that she was a changer, even if she knew that
her sister, Caya, was. As it turned out, she is an empath, but by then, she had
gained almost saint status. That was what saved Caya from being thrown out the
closest air lock. That and the president and Caya falling in love, of course.”


“They are an amazing couple.” Zoem smiled now, carefully, but
still looking so radiant. 


“They are. Briar is engaged to Commander Adina Vantressa, the
chief engineer on Pathfinder.”


“How do you know them so well?” Zoem asked.


“I was assigned to the president’s detail and am very lucky to be
able to work within Tylio’s inner circle. She has a few people she trusts
implicitly, and I’m one of them. Sometimes I don’t quite know what I did to
earn that honor. I’m just grateful that I did.”


“I can see why. You’re honorable and competent.” Zoem briefly
touched Neenja’s arm. “And you’re kind once you lower your guard.”


“I wouldn’t think of ‘kind’ as my middle name, exactly.” Neenja
cringed at the epithet. 


“Then what would you say it is?” 


“Dutiful, perhaps.” Neenja felt cornered and wasn’t sure what to
say without sounding like a complete fool.


“Hm. I think that’s correct, obviously, but I could list quite a
few more qualities.” Now Zoem looked mischievous, which had to be a first since
she came to in the hospital.


“Do share.” Neenja made sure her voice took on a dark, stern
tone.


“Loyal, caring, and reliable come to mind.” 


Forgetting the stern part, Neenja merely stared at Zoem.
“Really.”


“Yes.”


“And you can tell this after such a brief time?” Neenja asked, not
sure what to think.


Zoem looked down at her hands that she kept perfectly still on
her lap. “Not that short. You have come to my hospital room almost since day
one.” She slowly raised her gaze and seemed to hold her breath.


“What? The staff told you this?” Confused, Neenja thought back.
She had begun her daily visits from the day Zoem opened her eyes.


“No. They talked a lot, and mostly over my head, but never about
that. I sensed you even if I couldn’t communicate.” Now lacing her fingers
tightly, Zoem averted her eyes. “I tried to respond to the endless questions,
but it took me a while to do so. I’m sorry about that.”


“No need to apologize—” A sharp sound made Neenja snap her head
around. A plume of smoke, thick and dark, rose to the sky. She quickly determined
it was less than five hundred meters away. “Damn. Get up, Zoem.” We have to get
you to the bunker in the palace basement.” She tugged at Zoem’s arm, and when
the woman didn’t react quickly enough, she pulled her up from the bench by
force. “Come on. We have to run!”


It soon became clear that Zoem was unable to move as fast as she
had to. Neenja didn’t hesitate but swept Zoem up in her arms and sped as fast
as she could toward the palace. She saw the landscapers heading toward the
explosion, and just as she yelled at them to take cover instead, another
explosion detonated, this time much closer.


Her arms aching, Neenja reached the side entrance to the palace.
She almost slammed into the door when it didn’t open automatically. Cursing,
she put Zoem down and shoved her communicator against the dais next to the
door. Nothing happened. “What the hell?” Neenja looked around them and saw a
safety ladder a few meters away. It was clearly meant to be used in case of a
fire in the palace.


“We have to climb up there, Zoem,” Neenja said while dragging
Zoem with her to the ladder. When we get to the second floor, I’m going to
break a window and get you inside. Think you can climb up ahead of me?”


“You should go first. I’ll slow you down.” Zoem looked wide-eyed
at the ladder.


“You’re the potential target here, not me. Here. I’ll lift you up
to the first step.” Grabbing Zoem around her waist, Neenja shoved her up toward
the metal rods. “Grab one of them!”


Zoem dragged herself up, slowly and with trembling arms. When she
managed to climb a few steps, Neenja took a few steps back and then hurried
toward the wall. When she had gained some momentum, she jumped and managed to
reach the lowest step. Her arms hadn’t recovered quite yet from carrying Zoem,
but she managed to get a foot up on the ladder and push on. “Keep going, Zoem.
Don’t look down. Just climb.”


“I’m dizzy…” Zoem was clearly shaking all over, and Neenja
realized the woman she was responsible for could easily fall off the ladder any
moment. Quickly, she scrambled up until she was one step below Zoem. This made
them the same height, and she could make sure Zoem didn’t fall. 


“I have you. Keep climbing until I tell you to stop.”


A new explosion, this time at the far end of the park on the back
where they had just taken a stroll, made Zoem whimper and close her eyes.


“Don’t worry. We’ll be inside and down in the bunker very
shortly.” Neenja nudged Zoem to keep going. “There you go. Just a few more
steps. You’re doing fine. Five more.” Reaching behind her, Neenja pulled her
baton free. When they reached the window on their right, she would shatter the
glass with the special spike the baton was outfitted with for this exact
purpose. The safety glass in the windows needed the spike to break through it.
“That’s it,” Neenja said encouragingly. “Now, turn your face to the left and
keep your eyes closed.” 


Following her orders, Zoem hid her face in the crook of her arm.
Neenja raised her hand and slammed the spike into the lower side of the window.
It shattered but stayed lodged in the window frame. She hit it twice more and
saw it loosen. “Climb up two more steps. I have to kick it in.”


Zoem did so on trembling legs, and Neenja positioned herself and
then slammed the sole of her boot into the cracked window. It fell into the
room behind, but whatever noise it made was drowned out by a new explosion that
pressed them to the ladder.


Zoem screamed and clung to the metal rods. Neenja, who felt the
heat from the explosion against her back, groaned and pushed at Zoem. “They’re
closing in! We need to climb inside. Now!”


Chapter Ten

 

 

 


Zoem clung to the metal bars of the ladder, but her fingers
were so cold now, she could feel herself slipping. Holding on, she was certain
the only reason she hadn’t fallen to the ground was the firm hold of Neenja’s
hands on either side of her.


“Reach for the window frame, Zoem. I pushed the entire thing back
into the room, so there’s no glass with sharp edges.”


Behind them, Zoem could hear the hissing sound of weapons’ fire.
Despite the mounting danger, she still couldn’t bear to let go of the ladder.
“I—I can’t,” she said, keeping her eyes shut.


“Yes, you can. If you don’t reach for the window now, we’re both
going to die.” Neenja spoke firmly into Zoem’s right ear. “Trust me. I’ve never
lied to you. Reach for the window frame, and I’ll get you inside. It won’t be
dignified, but I won’t let you fall. Do you hear me?”


“Yes,” Zoem said, hating how her voice was little more than a
whimper. “I’m sorry.”


“Never mind that. Come on now. Right hand first. Then the left.”


Zoem pried her fingers from the metal rod and reached for the
window. It was farther away than she realized. She would have to let go with
both hands in order to reach it. “Don’t…don’t let me fall.”


“I won’t. I promise.” Neenja held her around the waist with one
hand and the ladder with the other. How strong this woman was. After all, she’d
carried her while running just a few moments ago.


Grabbing what little courage Zoem felt she had, she extended her
left arm and leaned farther away from the ladder. Fumbling for the ledge, she
gripped it, barely feeling it with her freezing-cold hands. 


“Got a good grip?” Neenja asked, shouting over the increasingly
louder weapons’ fire.


“I think so.” To be honest, Zoem wasn’t sure how well she was
holding the window frame. She used the horrible idea that Neenja might get shot
because of her to propel herself forward. Neenja pushed from behind, and Zoem
felt as if she practically flew through the open window and landed among what
was left of the glass. A moment later, Neenja vaulted through the empty frame
and landed in a crouch next to her.


“Are you all right? Any cuts from the glass?” Neenja took Zoem’s
hands in hers and turned them over.


“No. The glass isn’t sharp.” It had turned into soft balls when
broken.


“Good. Now we’ve got to get down to the bunker. I have a pass in
my communicator, which means we’ll get instant access.” Unceremoniously, Neenja
pulled Zoem to her feet and began to run with her down the corridor. “We can’t
use the elevator. Can you make it down the stairs?”


All these questions about her strength that Zoem simply couldn’t
answer. She wanted to say yes, but the risk was great that she might run out of
energy halfway down. “I’ll try,” she said, not wanting to confess she didn’t
know. She did her best to keep up with Neenja but realized after rushing down
one part of the staircase that she would fall if she remained on her feet.
“Wait, Neenja, please.” Zoem gasped for air so fast, her head was beginning to
spin. “I can’t. Go on down there, to safety. I’ll make my way down at my own
pace, and you can perhaps let me in then—”


“No. You’re not staying behind. This will be undignified, but I
don’t care. You’re coming with me.” Neenja bent and placed her shoulders along
Zoem’s abdomen, then linked Zoem’s right arm and leg together with one hand.
With this steady, if uncomfortable, grip, Neenja hurried down the stairs.
Somewhere behind them, Zoem heard a louder noise that made her tremble.


Going down the stairs at breakneck speed, Neenja took only half a
minute to reach the bunker level. She slapped her communicator onto the dais,
and a thick metal door opened enough for her to slip through without hitting
Zoem’s head in the process. Inside, upset voices quieted for a moment, and then
Zoem heard the president’s distinct voice say, “Thank the Creator.”


Neenja lowered Zoem carefully onto a couch. She bent over her,
still breathing rapidly, though not gasping, from the run. “Zoem? Are you all
right?”


“Let me look at her,” Briar said and came into view.


“Neenja?” Zoem reached out and grabbed the hem of Neenja’s
sleeve. 


“I’ll be right here. Just let me get out of Briar’s way.” Neenja
shifted and walked over to the armrest. Looking down at Zoem from an
upside-down angle, she pushed some tousled hair from Zoem’s face. 


Briar examined Zoem quickly and then smiled with obvious relief.
“Everything I can examine checks out fine, Zoem. You may have banged your right
cheekbone some, but other than that, you just need to rest.”


“Thank you,” Zoem murmured. 


“Damn. She got that bruise when I tossed her in through a
window.” Neenja rubbed the back of her head. 


“Tossed her through a window?” Briar gasped. “Why?”


“Either someone has tampered with the north side entrance or it
hasn’t been fully calibrated. We couldn’t get in, and all I could do was shove
the poor woman up a fire escape and kick in a window.”


“Aren’t we so very grateful for your hands-on approach?” The
president joined them. “Commander, I’m going to write this up in your next
evaluation.”


Zoem watched the skin on Neenja’s cheekbones turn slightly pink.
“Thank you, Madam President. I only did my duty.”


At Neenja’s words, a sharp sensation nicked something within
Zoem. Trying to understand it, she guessed that Neenja meant she didn’t need
any special accolades for doing her job, but Zoem still had to emotionally
withdraw some to not show her, well, her disappointment. She closed her eyes
and felt someone spread a blanket over her. 


“Just rest, Zoem. We’ll wake you when the authorities tell us
that we’re safe to leave the bunker,” Briar said softly. “This is a bit too
much for you after having only recently begun to move around.”


“Yes. This was meant to be a nice stroll in the park. Clearly a
big mistake.” Neenja spoke curtly, causing Zoem to withdraw further. Eventually,
she had pulled away from every sound so much, she couldn’t distinguish between
the voices around her. Relieved that they were now a homogenous murmur, she
allowed sleep to claim her.


 


***


 


She hid. If
she told herself enough times that hiding in the corner, behind the bed would
work, it wouldn’t find her. What she had thought was a man wasn’t one. It came
by her room sometimes, and she hated it. The glowing amber eyes, so cold
despite their golden hue, didn’t belong to a humanoid being. Instead, Zoem knew
it was there to devour her, one way or another. 


When she
was half behind and half underneath the bed, she could pretend she was in her
old room, with her parents and younger siblings in the room next to her. The
day her family could afford to rent a bigger dwelling in an old farmhouse had
been so thrilling. Zoem had her own room, where she could keep her belongings
far away from Zina, her younger sister. She put up pictures on the walls and
made curtains from old ones her mother gave her. Yes, her bedspread was an old
hospital blanket that had come home with her mother by mistake when she had
given birth to Zina. That was when their father had still been healthy. The day
he was injured at the factory had changed their circumstances forever. Mother
had to hold down two jobs to provide for all of them, and then they had to move
from their old sector when malevolent changers congregated there in
increasingly greater numbers.


Now, while shivering on the stone floor, under her bed that
boasted a threadbare mattress and an even worse blanket, Zoem prayed that her
family was all right. She also hoped nobody had taken Zina or Etran from her
parents like they had with her. Hopefully Mama and Papa could find the strength
to go on after Zoem was ripped away from them, but if they lost the little
ones, the changers’ promise of no harm coming to Zoem’s family would be for
nothing. How long had it been since they ripped her from her mother’s arms? How
old was she now? Twelve, maybe? She had no way of knowing as one day melded
with the next.


Now she heard the far-too-familiar steps in the corridor outside
the damp, cold room. It was coming, and its questions would begin
anew—questions she didn’t understand and had no answers for. Zoem knew only too
well how it would drill its awful gaze into hers, make her dizzy and nauseous,
and afterward some woman would come and draw her blood. The procedure would
hurt. She had pleaded with them so many times, telling them how she hated
needles, but they never listened. It was nothing like when her mother had taken
her to their local clinic when she was ill. There they used infusers, not
needles. Here, they still stuck her, they still took her blood in big test
tubes, and the horrific creature kept saying she would soon be ready.


Zoem shuddered under the bed, already fearing the bony hands that
would yank it aside and mercilessly pull her out. She wished she knew what its
enigmatic words meant.


Ready for what?


Chapter Eleven

 

 

 


After Thea returned to her seat at the far end of the room
where she was able to keep in touch with her cabinet, the military, and the
different agencies, Caya walked over to Neenja, who kept watch over the still
form on the couch. Stopping next to them, she nodded at the presidential
guardsman who was bringing her a chair. “Thank you.” Taking a seat, she scanned
the pale woman before her. “Commander? Are you all right?”


“I am fine, thank you, Caya.” If possible, Neenja straightened
even further. “I just…worry.”


“Am I wrong in assuming that you’ve become attached to Zoem?”
Tilting her head, Caya studied the all-too-strict commander. 


“She’s my sole mission right now, sir. It’s my duty to keep her
safe and—”


“I promise I haven’t read you. You know I wouldn’t do that
without your permission, right?” Caya smiled gently. “But it’s pretty obvious
that you do care. Duty or not.” Caya grimaced. “I don’t mean to corner you, not
at all, but I feel I must be here for you—and for her. As usual, it’s a hunch
on my part, but you know me well enough by now to realize my hunches are pretty
accurate.”


“Yes. I suppose so.” Neenja shifted her gaze to Zoem. “She’s
still in so much trouble, isn’t she? I mean, not only have the authorities been
kept at bay because she has the president’s and highly ranked officers’
protection, but it’s rather obvious the Nestrocalder wants her back. I’m not
sure why, though. Does it want to resume the cloning effort, or what?”


“I’ve tried so many fruitless sessions together with Briar by
now. The one recently was the clearest one, but earlier, at the hospital,
everything was very foggy,” Caya said. “I can sometimes get a hunch of what
Zoem went through, but it’s impossible to give any conclusive answers. What we
both know, beyond a doubt, is that we must keep Zoem away from him, though I
can’t tell you exactly why. I mean, I would if I knew, but so much is hazy, and
it drives my sister and me mad.”


“Just remember that if you can’t figure things out, no one else
can either.”


“And that notion adds to the pressure. It’s all I can handle
right now, to keep track of Zoem. I haven’t been able to explore more avenues
with the orb lately. Perhaps that’s what’s missing? I need to recharge my
batteries.”


“You really should. If you don’t take care of yourself…You and
Briar are our best secret weapon, in a manner of speaking.” Neenja looked
behind Caya. “Here are Admiral Heigel and Meija.”


Looking over her shoulder, Caya saw the older couple approach.
What was up with Korrian? Ever since they’d found Zoem, the admiral had been
harsher and more sarcastic than Caya had ever experienced. On several occasions
she had spotted Meija give her wife concerned glances.


“Any news from outside?” Caya asked, knowing they would rather
communicate with her than Neenja, no matter Neenja’s security clearance.


“Reports of scattered disturbances, but no fatalities. The
hospital is reporting minor injuries, which is a relief.” Meija sat down on the
armrest of the couch, carefully stroking Zoem’s hair. “This poor child. I
thought I would visit with her today, but I had no idea it would be during
these circumstances.”


“Why?” Korrian frowned. “You’re not part of the care plan around
her?”


Meija blinked. “I can’t believe you asked me why. Because I can
empathize with what she’s been through—waking up with all of us hovering, but
with very few friends. I thought she could use a regular social visit from
someone not here because it’s their duty, or because they want something from
her.”


“And so you would hover out of the goodness of your heart, you
mean?” Korrian frowned.


Now Meija appeared furious. “You do not get to talk to me that
way. Ever.” She stood, her movements jerky. “I’m not sure what’s going on with
you, Korrian, but until you’ve adjusted your attitude, I’m going to spend some
time with Adina and Briar.” She strode away, leaving Caya to cringe. Glancing
at Neenja, she saw the commander wasn’t doing much better.


“Sir? Are we having problems with Zoem I know nothing about?”
Neenja asked carefully.


Caya admired Neenja’s courage, as Korrian still looked irate.
“Please, tell us, Korrian?” Caya carefully placed a hand on Korrian’s lower
arm. 


“I don’t know what—oh, fuck.” Sitting down on the armrest Meija
had just vacated, Korrian groaned. “I’m being a bitch. I know it.”


“That’s not your way, normally,” Caya said and shifted closer by
dragging her chair. “Any special reason you can’t share why with Meija?”


“Yes. There is, and it’s tearing me apart,” Korrian murmured,
furtively casting a glance over her shoulder. “And I handle it like a fool.”


“Neenja and I have a very high security clearance. Can you share
with us?” Caya raised her hand when she saw that Korrian intended to object.
“Not here, with too many ears, of course. But later, when the all-clear has
been sounded?”


“Actually, you beat me to it. I’ve asked for a meeting with the
president, you, Briar, Commander KahSandra, and Commander Vantressa. I think a
few more key players will have to be involved—the Do Voy twins and both the
Commander Seclans, to mention a few. Pretty much the president’s inner circle.”


“Lieutenant Dodgmer, perhaps?” Caya asked. “And if you mean the
entire inner circle, you have to include Meija.”


“Yes.” Korrian pinched the bridge of her nose and then rubbed her
bloodshot eyes. “And before Meija decides to divorce me, I have to talk to her.
If they let us out of here before I do, she may well have me sleeping on the
porch.”


“Good thinking. Just one more thing. Does this meeting concern
Zoem?” Caya asked.


“Very much so.” Korrian shot Zoem a hard glance. “I know what you’re
going to ask, but unless the president insists, Zoem won’t take part in the
meeting.”


“But if it’s about her…?” Feeling like she was missing something
vital, Caya looked up at the engineer revered by everyone having traveled
through intergalactic space in ships she designed.


“That’s final, Caya.” Korrian eased her harsh tone by cupping
Caya’s chin. “You’ll both receive an invite when I know where and when.”


Caya and Neenja watched the aging master engineer walk toward her
wife. 


“I wonder what this is all about.” Neenja knitted her brow. “It
clearly involves Zoem, but she’s not to know. That doesn’t make a lot of
sense.”


“I agree, but Korrian seemed adamant. Honestly, it was good to
learn there’s an external reason for her strange behavior lately.” Caya sighed.



“What do you mean, external reason?” Neenja asked. She’d taken
Zoem’s frail-looking hand without looking like she was quite aware of it.


“I feared she might be suffering from some illness, you know,
something like senility or, worse, having a strange reaction to this planet.”
Caya pulled her massive, long, blond hair into a tail and spun it up into a low
bun. “Guess worry can make you a little strange, and so much is still on
Korrian’s shoulders.”


Neenja nodded, and they both looked discreetly over at Korrian
and Meija. Korrian placed an arm around her wife’s shoulders and bent to kiss
her temple. She clearly whispered something to Meija, and whatever she said
seemed to have a positive effect. After slapping Korrian’s arm gently, but with
emphasis, Meija hid her face against Korrian’s neck.


“Ah. Love.” Caya sighed from sheer relief. “There was a time when
I truly believed love was not for someone like me, but that was before I met
Thea.” She turned back to Neenja. “And you?”


“And me, what?” Neenja obviously stalled.


“I mean regarding love.” If Caya couldn’t read people at will,
then she had to ask. This tendency drove Thea crazy, as she sometimes was a bit
apprehensive about Caya’s wilder side.


“No time for it. I’m a career presidential guardsman, which
leaves very little, if any, room for a family, or dating. And these days it’s a
very dangerous job, something I wouldn’t want to force upon a spouse, let alone
children.” Neenja nodded determinedly. 


“I can understand your reasoning. I truly can. I worry for Thea,
and she worries a lot for me. We both have dangerous jobs, but when love hits
you like it did for us, you can either decide to let the bad people win, or you
can say, “Screw them. I’m going to take the happiness I can get, so there.”


“So there?” Neenja smiled broadly, something Caya had never seen
before. 


“I know. I can be silly at times. At least according to my
sister, who has yet to figure out that I’m a married woman and an adult. She
still has parental tendencies.” Chuckling, Caya shifted and brushed away
nonexistent dust from her silk trousers.


“That sounds like a pretty good thing to me. I know a lot of
people who would love to hear their parents nag one more time. Myself
included.”


“And me,” a thin voiced added.


Snapping her head to the left, Caya saw Zoem had woken up. “Hello
there, Zoem. How are you feeling?”


“Um. Hello?” Squinting, Zoem looked at Caya and then over to
Neenja. “How long…?”


“We’ve been in here only about an hour,” Neenja said. “There’s
quite the commotion over by the communication center. I’ll go find out how much
longer they think it’ll be.” She rose and left.


“She’s worried about you,” Caya said and moved to the chair
Neenja just vacated.


“She’s very conscientious,” Zoem said in a noncommittal tone. 


“I think it’s more than that. Commander KahSandra, Neenja, has
been beyond loyal to you since the day you opened your eyes. Granted, I heard
Thea say that she wasn’t too fond of the assignment to begin with. I think
Neenja called it ‘glorified babysitting,’ but that was before she realized some
of what you’d been through. After you could begin to communicate, she’s been
adamant about your safety. If she was merely conscientious, she could have
easily pawned you off on a subordinate.”


“Not if the president insisted she’d be the right person for the
job. That’s what I am—a task, an assignment.” Zoem blinked, her eyes glazing
over. “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful or complain, but…it emphasizes how
lonely I am. When I was in the Nestrocalder’s claws, I was desperately alone, but
that was all I knew. The years went on and on, and I…I had reconciled myself to
that future.”


“Did you ever try to escape?” Caya asked gently. She was wary
about asking but hoped to learn more about the woman before her.


“The first five or six years, yes, I did.” Raising her chin as in
defiance, Zoem continued. “Eventually they beat that hope out of you.”


“Yes.” Caya carefully placed her hand on one of Zoem’s. “Our
commander of the air group, Commander Aniwyn Seclan, her call sign is
Spinner—her mother was kept prisoner like you were. Would you like to talk to
her?”


Zoem looked hesitant. “I don’t know. How was she freed?”


“She managed to escape after more than twenty years. She was an
adult when captured, so your situations were different in that regard.”
Squeezing Zoem’s hand, Caya kept her agile mind at bay, not allowing it to read
without permission. Sometimes it was damn near impossible when she placed her
hand on someone. She simply couldn’t allow herself to refrain from physical
touch, though, as being tactile after growing up homeschooled and hidden was so
important to her.


“If I agree to meet her, and if she would want to, will you be
there too? And perhaps Neenja?” Zoem turned her hand within Caya’s, palm
against palm.


“Absolutely. Briar too, if you want.”


“All right. If you think something good can come from it.”
Lifting her narrow shoulders in a graceful shrug, Zoem now looked ready to shut
everyone out. “I so want to assist.” She paled. “I suppose we all need a
purpose. Even if my life has meant being part of the dark side, what is left of
my life doesn’t have to be meaningless.”


Caya flinched. What did Zoem mean by “what was left” of her life?
The phrase sounded more ominous than was called for, despite them being in the
presidential bunker right now. “You’re right,” Caya said lightly. “We all have
the ability to turn a corner at any given moment. You stun us with your
resilience and bravery. I hope you realize this.”


Zoem smiled wearily. “Not so much bravery, but I can agree that I
am quite resilient.”


Neenja returned to them, and Caya watched Zoem literally shrink
against the backrest of the couch. “We will get the final all-clear in a few
minutes. The palace is secure, and the window I broke has been replaced with a
safety screen until a new window can be installed.” She turned to Zoem. “I’ll
escort you to your room.”


“Thank you, Commander,” Zoem replied, and it was obvious to Caya
how Zoem’s formal response made Neenja frown. 


“I think we need to take Zoem there in a hover chair. Briar
showed me around the medical facility on the minus-one floor of the basement.
Several hover chairs and hover beds are available.”


“Good idea,” Neenja said. “I’ll locate them after the door is
unlocked. You and the president will have to leave among the first group and
remain in your residential wing.”


“Try convincing Thea about that. I bet she’s all set on going to
the new governmental building and addressing the nation. And she’s right. The
Gemoconians need to see me and my wife, Vice President Bymento and his wife,
and as many of the cabinet as we can reach. It will help in the long run if
they see all of us safe and sound.” Then a thought hit her. “Speaking of the
vice president…where is he? And Dalanja, his wife?”


“They’re at their residence in the woods northwest of the
capital,” Neenja answered after checking her tablet. “They have their security
detail with them, of course. It may not be enough while enroute into the city.
Excuse me again.” Neenja nodded shortly at them and returned to the circle
around Thea and the few cabinet members that had been present in the palace
when the attack commenced. “Very well. I’ll be back shortly to you, with five
other, handpicked, might I add, guardsmen.”


“Very good.” Caya watched Neenja make her way among the people
standing in groups. Turning to Zoem, she allowed her mind to do a mild probe.
It wasn’t ethical, but she needed to know how her suggestion would be received.
To her bafflement, she couldn’t penetrate Zoem’s mind. Not even if she pushed
did it budge at all. Instead, it was as if Caya had lost all her gifts in one
swoop. She made sure Zoem didn’t notice the foiled attempt at reading her and
simply addressed her point-blank. “I think you should stay with us in our guest
quarters. You can bring your guards, and this will give us time to get to know
each other. Especially Thea, as her duties during the day take her away far too
much. What do you think?”


Zoem looked at her with a mix of fatigue and astonishment. “I
would be a guest in the presidential wing?” Twirling her long, full red hair
around her hand, she seemed to grab the last of her energy to be able to talk.
“Are you sure the president will sanction this plan?”


“No. Not a hundred percent sure.” Caya slid closer and took both
of Zoem’s hands. Still nothing. What the hell? “But unless she has objections,
which I doubt, I know she would love to get to know you. In fact, Thea is very
interested in people. It would give us a chance to see you without the pressure
of reaching results. Does that sound like something you can imagine doing?”


Zoem sighed and leaned back. “I’m ready to do anything if it
means I can go to bed. I just want to sleep hard and forget about today.”


“Well, here they are now,” Caya said after spotting her wife
approaching in a manner that split the crowd in the center of the room down the
middle. Neenja was right behind Thea, as was her personal guardsmen. 


“Darling.” Thea framed Caya’s face with her hands and kissed her.
“Are you ready to leave?”


“I am. And I think we need to take Zoem with us to our wing.”
Caya held up her hand when Thea looked like she might object. “There’s a reason
for it. Can you trust me that it’s important? I mean, that way we can get out
of here quicker, and if you look at Zoem, she’s near collapse from sheer
fatigue. Of course, Neenja, and the other guards on the duty roster regarding
Zoem, will join us. And it’s not like we don’t have the space.”


Thea opened her mouth to speak but closed it again. “And you
think this is vital?”


“I do.” Caya couldn’t mention her sudden inability to read Zoem
in front of the people present. “If you change your mind, or if someone
presents a reason why she can’t stay with us, she can go back to her original
quarters.”


Turning to Neenja and her head guardsman, Thea merely raised an
eyebrow and said, “Yes?”


Neenja looked at Zoem as if she had tried to read her as well,
even if that was of course not possible. “This all right with you, Zoem? You
can say how you want it to be without anyone judging you.”


Zoem stood on wobbly feet. “Caya presents a compelling argument.
If you agree with it, Madam President, I’m honored to be your guest, as it
were.” Clearly struggling to remain vertical, Zoem eventually relented and
placed a hand on Neenja’s arm.


Neenja shifted her stance, slipping an arm around Zoem’s shoulders,
and pulled her close. Caya observed that Zoem grew rigid for a moment, but then
she leaned against the tall commander by her side.


“You know how to make me too curious for my own good, but yes.
Why don’t we try that? At least until our law-enforcement agencies have things
under control in a more reassuring manner. She turned to her head guardsman. “I
don’t doubt that we’ll be herded down here within the foreseeable future. What
the people behind the design of this bunker have forgotten is that we might be
here for hours on end, perhaps even a few days. I want the left side, where a
good-size room is not in use yet, to be outfitted with beds. Some doubles, and
even more bunkbeds. I want curtains between each bed. Leave a wide space where
we need to walk when using the facilities. And, of course, install lamps above
the head of every bed. Hooks or small closets with each one as well.”


“Yes, Madam President,” said the head guardsman smartly after
punching the last orders into his tablet. “It might take a day or two, but I’ll
register the order as soon as you’re back in your wing.”


“I’m not going to our wing, Commander. Neither is my wife. We are
going to the governmental building to address the nation. Locate the Bymentos
and have them join us. Once again it is time for a united front.” Thea didn’t
wait for a response this time but began walking quickly to the exit. “Have
someone fetch a hover chair for Ms. Malderyn.”


Looking slightly shell-shocked, one of Thea’s guardsmen hurried
past her to follow her orders.


Caya smirked at Neenja. “Told you.” 


Chapter Twelve

 

 

 


Zoem closed her eyes and willed her muscles to rest. Around
her, the group of people that President Tylio called her inner circle sat,
regarding her with equal parts curiosity and apprehension. After regaining some
of her equilibrium, Zoem opened her eyes and let her gaze run along the
semicircle of people. Most of the faces were familiar, but she noticed a few
she hadn’t seen before. 


Briar Lindemay’s fiancée, Commander Adina Vantressa, proved to be
a stunning woman, whose persona reminded Zoem of Neenja. Perhaps it was the
long military career that permeated them to such a degree that they always
carried it with them? Briar had her hand tucked into Adina’s for a moment, but
when President Tylio began to talk, she sat up straight and let go.


Tylio’s words washed over Zoem as she took in the room. Part of
the president’s private residence, the living-room area, was painted in white
and brushed gold. Pillows and decorative items added a few spots of color, and
since most of them ranged from aqua to navy blue, Zoem guessed that Caya had
chosen most of them. Blue seemed to be her color of choice.


“We can be quite certain that we have traitors in our midst,” a
stunning, blond woman said and crossed her legs. Her hair held a golden hue,
rather than being pale blond like the president or white-blond like Caya.
Keeping it in a low, thick bun, she looked every bit the part of a high-ranking
military. Admiral Dael Caydoc, the commanding officer of the advance team that
had found their new homeworld, stood. Her eyes rested for a moment on Zoem, who
had to forcibly keep from squirming. Something about this woman was
intimidating. “I think it is pretty obvious, and close to being proved, that
the Nestrocalder and some key changers managed to get on one of my advance
ships, and not only that—they brought Ms. Malderyn and the other four other
clone templates with them.” Dael refocused on Zoem. “I apologize for the
immensely lacking term, Ms. Malderyn.”


“Please, Admiral, call me Zoem.” Zoem squared her shoulders. “And
as for the terminology, I agree that it’s dehumanizing, but until a better word
comes up, who am I to take offense? That would be quite hypocritical on my
part.”


Dael blinked. “How do you mean, Zoem?”


“When it comes to the safety and future of more than two million
people, it would indeed be self-absorbed on my part if I got stuck on a
semi-offensive word. What is that compared to the potential loss of life?”


“Your life is among the two million, Zoem. We have no evidence
that you have done anything to make it easier on the Nestrocalder and its
followers.” Walking around to the back of the chair she had just vacated, she
stopped and placed her hands on the shoulders of a woman with curly brown hair
and dark skin. Her insignia, Zoem had learned, showed she was the infamous CAG,
commander of the air group, called Spinner. She was also married to Dael, which
Zoem found astonishing. It was as if a high-yield explosive lived just under
the skin of Spinner. The woman’s eyes glowed, and she drummed her fingers
lightly where she rested her hands against her thighs. When Dael squeezed her
shoulders, Spinner’s fingers calmed down, and she smiled up at her wife.


“I cannot tell you how this deduction is eating away at me,” Dael
said. Her eyes were a dark, stormy grey. “All the while we were risking our
lives at every damn turn, each time we went planetside, they were right there,
eating our food and holding their prisoners.” She rounded the armchair and sat
down with slow, measured movements.


“I know,” Spinner growled. “If I had even suspected a fraction of
that, I would have airlocked the lot of them.” She cast a quick glance at Zoem.
“Present company excluded, of course.”


Zoem merely nodded. She could tell how hard they were taking the
fact that even the advance fleet had been compromised.


“I want to discuss something we can actually do something about,”
Caya said. “The malevolent changers fooled us all, and both Briar and I
struggle with that particular guilt, as we were guilty of doing the same thing.
Now, if Zoem is all right with it, I want to try to reconnect and see what the
problem was last time.”


“What do you mean, a problem?” Dael asked. 


“Last time I tried to read something, anything, using just my
hand with Zoem, I received absolutely nothing. I want to try again together
with Briar. Don’t worry, Zoem. You’re not going to have to do a whole reading
in front of all these lovely people. Just to see that we can still get a
connection. Is that all right with you?”


“You can say no if you don’t want to,” Neenja murmured where she
sat next to Zoem. “Just so you know.”


Zoem had been placed next to Neenja, since everyone seemed to
take it for granted that Neenja, as her main guard and guide, had to be close
to her.


“It’s fine,” Zoem murmured. 


“Just remain where you are,” Caya said and got up. Briar followed
her, and they both placed their hands on her shoulders. 


Zoem tried to relax, but it was as pins and needles traveled
through her entire system, causing havoc and hurting her. Tensing up even more,
she forced herself to remain still. She cleansed her mind and closed her eyes,
wondering if this time she would be able to feel the sisters’ probing.


“Ah!” Caya cried out.


Zoem felt something strong jolt through her and snapped her eyes
open in time to see Caya stumble backward. The diminutive young woman flailed
to keep her balance, but she ended up falling onto her side on the floor.


“Caya!” The president threw herself forward and knelt next to
Caya. “Are you all right? What happened?”


“I—I don’t know?” Caya sounded uncertain in a way Zoem had never
heard before. “Briar?”


Not until now did everyone turn their attention to Briar, who
stood clutching her hands against her chest, pain carving lines around her
eyes.


“Oh, sweet Creator.” Adina fell to her knees next to Briar,
trying to reach for her hands, but Briar hid them against her. “Let me look.
Please.”


“I—oh, God, it hurts.” Briar whimpered and leaned against Adina’s
shoulder. “I think I’m burned, but how can that be?”


“Burned?” Now Meija joined them, as did Lieutenant Commander
Dodgmer. The burly man lifted Briar as if she weighed nothing at all. “I’ll put
her on the couch. Don’t worry, Red Angel. We’ll have the paramedics here for
you and Caya in a few minutes.”


Korrian was already barking orders into her communicator.
“They’re on their way up the stairs. Good thing that the president has medical
staff on call around the clock for emergencies.” She turned her focus to Zoem.
“What happened?” she asked shortly.


“I don’t know,” Zoem whispered, frightened out of her mind. She
got up on unsteady legs and walked backward, stumbling when she nudged a small
side table. A vase fell off and shattered. “I really don’t know. Please.” Why
did Korrian look at her that way? Did they think she was to blame? Perhaps she
was? Had she unknowingly injured the two lovely sisters who had been nothing
but kind to her? What kind of horrible creature was she?


“Zoem. Stop.” Neenja’s face came into view, and it was obvious
that she was concerned. She reached for Zoem, who stumbled backward in full
panic.


“No. Don’t touch me. I don’t know what happened.” Sobbing now,
Zoem turned and was about to run. Where, she had no idea—just somewhere else
than here.


Two strong hands pulled her back and into a firm embrace. “Stop,
now. Zoem, whether this had anything to do with you, nobody here blames you.”


“Come here, Zoem.” Another voice, softer, broke in. “We’ve only
met in passing, Zoem. I’m Darmiya. Come sit here and let us look at you.”


Too weak physically to resist the kind hands guiding her back to
the armchair, Zoem could only sob and hope nobody else got burned. And what had
happened to make Caya fall like that? It was as if some invisible force had
shoved her relentlessly.


“See?” Neenja murmured in Zoem’s ear. “I’m touching you, and I’m
fine. I know you’re not thrilled with me right now, but please let me help
you.”


Zoem’s entire system wanted to reject their kindness and soft
touches and hunt a hiding place where nobody could ever find her. Everything
about her life was a nightmare. Yes, she had let herself believe she could have
a somewhat normal future, but that was clearly not the case.


“I’m all right. I don’t need a doctor,” Caya said, sounding like
her usual strong self. “I want to look at Briar’s hands.” 


Zoem kept her eyes almost closed where she curled up in the
armchair, but open enough to watch Caya hurry over to her sister on unsteady
legs.


“Sis?” Caya drew a deep breath, which turned into a gasp.
“Creator.”


“It looks worse than it is. Actually, I’m glad it hurts.” Briar’s
voice shook. “If I hadn’t felt any pain, it would have suggested my
nerve-endings had been fried. Now it shows they weren’t, which tells me the
burns are quite superficial.”


“I’ll get your EM-kit.” Caya rose and fetched a small satchel
sitting by the door. After running back, she tore out the equipment, proving
she was a nurse’s sister. She carefully took Briar’s hands, one at a time, and
placed them on Adina’s lap. “Hold still. Tell me if I do something wrong.”


“All right. All right.” Biting her lower lip, Briar nodded when
Caya held up an infuser. “Make sure it’s set on five hundred milligrams.”


Caya confirmed that it was.


Zoem watched Caya use the infuser and then different medical
devices to heal the surface of Briar’s palms. To her relief, the expression of
pain disappeared from Briar’s face at the same rate it took for Caya to close
her wounds and for new, fresh skin to appear. 


“There,” Briar said, now sounding like her usual calm and warm
self. “Thanks, sis. You did that brilliantly.” She stood and turned to Zoem,
who shrank against the backrest of the chair, futilely trying to add more
distance between them.


“And you, you poor thing, how are you feeling?”


“Briar…” Adina stood next to her wife, placing a hand on her arm.
“Careful.”


“Yes,” Zoem said, her voice barely audible. “Careful.”


“What the hell?” Anger grew in Neenja’s voice as she wrapped her
arm firmer around Zoem’s shoulders, pulling her closer. 


Pain seared through Zoem’s neck, and she cried out and placed a
hand against the left side of it. “Oh!”


“What’s the matter?” Neenja shifted and moved in front of Zoem,
crouching before her. “What’s with your neck?”


“I don’t know. I mean, I felt a jolt throwing me back.” Closing
her eyes briefly, Zoem felt the pain subside when she sat very still. 


“When? You mean when Caya fell backward?” Neenja looked back and
forth between Zoem and Caya.


“I didn’t fall, exactly,” Caya said slowly. “I felt a push. Or a
shove, rather.”


“But Zoem sat absolutely still.” Briar stepped closer, holding up
a hand when Adina drew a deep breath. “We’re not going to touch you.” She
reached into the EM-kit and took out what looked like a scanner. Running it
along Zoem’s neck, she kept her eyes on the display. “You have a whiplash,
Zoem,” she said, her voice soft. “Neenja, I’m going to hand you a deep-tissue
treatment rod.” Briar pressed the sensors on the instrument. “Run it about two
centimeters from the skin in small circles.”


“Got it.” Neenja took the rod and began treating Zoem’s neck. 


A warmth began to spread instantly and took the brunt of the
pain. As Neenja kept moving it in small circles, the tissue began to feel
normal. After two five-minute sessions, the pain was reduced to a barely
noticeable throbbing.


“There we go.” Briar tucked the rod away and smiled at Zoem. “All
better? Anything else hurt?”


Reluctant to tell Briar otherwise and keep everyone else waiting,
as nobody among Tylio’s inner circle had left the room, Zoem merely shrugged.
“Nothing too bad.” It wasn’t true. Her right shoulder stung, and it had only
gotten worse.


“What do you mean?” Of course, Neenja had to place a hand on the
sore shoulder, making it worse. 


Zoem cried out, unable to restrain herself.


“Pull aside the neckline,” Briar said, sounding urgent. She bent
over Zoem, clearly not about to touch her. Then her eyes widened, and Zoem
heard Neenja gasp in what had to be horror.


“Zoem!” Neenja whispered.


“Creator of all things…how the hell…?” She looked up at Neenja,
shock evident in her eyes. “Oh, damn…that was the shoulder I touched.”


Chapter Thirteen

 

 

 


Neenja stared at the blackening burns on Zoem’s shoulder.
Studying the perfect silhouette of a pair of hands cupping it, she realized
what had happened. Not only Briar had been hurt, though it was debatable who
had hurt whom.


“It doesn’t make sense,” Caya said as she cautiously approached,
followed by the president. “We both placed our hands on top of her clothes, and
I don’t see a mark on either shoulder.”


Neenja folded back the neckline of the shirt, which was pristine.
No scorch marks. Pulling it back again, she increased the fold on the inside to
examine what looked like burns. Neenja winced. Inside the shirt, the fabric had
rubbed against the wounds and showed blood and tissue already drying.


“I think we need to give Zoem some privacy.” Caya stood. “We were
preparing to serve a meal after the meeting, but what if those of you who
aren’t involved directly with Zoem instead go next door to the dining room and
take an early break? We’ll join you later, and then we can resume our meeting.”


“Good idea,” Tylio said, wrapping her arm around Caya’s waist. “I
want the following to remain, as we need your expertise. Korrian, Meija, Briar,
Adina, Neenja, Darmiya, Spinner, Dael, Pamas, Calagan, and Dodgmer. The rest of
you will get a chance to add your knowledge later.”


Ten of the people present walked out of the room, and Neenja
heard them murmur among themselves while leaving for the dining room. She
didn’t pay much attention to what they might be saying, as her focus was on the
now-shivering Zoem. “Pain?” Neenja asked quietly.


“Yes, but not so bad. How does it look?”


“Fair. I mean, it’s second-degree, much like Briar’s, but she
will no doubt work her magic with the same stuff Caya used on her.”


Seeming pensive, Zoem nodded slowly. “I want to take off my
shirt. I have a chemise underneath. Will that be all right?”


“Sure, it will,” Tylio said, pulling up a chair to sit opposite
Zoem. “That will make it easier for Briar to treat you. Or would you rather we
call for a physician?”


“No!” Zoem jerked as she held up both her hands in a defensive
gesture. “No. Please.”


“All right.” Tylio exchanged a glance with Neenja. “You’re doing
an excellent job taking care of this girl.”


“She’s been through a lot.” After helping Zoem pull off the
shirt, Neenja instinctively rubbed the lower part of her back in soft circles.
She nearly yanked her hand away when Zoem slumped against her. “Zoem?” Afraid,
since Zoem seemed as if she had collapsed, Neenja shifted to give her more
room. Zoem whimpered and reached for Neenja’s hand. Holding it hard, she arched
where she half-sat across Neenja’s lap.


“What the hell…?” Briar, who had approached them, infusers in her
hands, stared at the shoulder she touched. “Is it just me, or have the wounds
changed?”


Neenja craned her neck and looked at Zoem’s right shoulder. The
burns were still there, but they looked smaller and lighter. “They have.”
Barely able to breathe, Neenja stared at the wounds. She couldn’t deny it.
Zoem’s scorched flesh was regenerating before their eyes.


“How is that possible?” Caya gaped. “Thea?”


“I have no idea, darling.” The president shook her head as if she
was trying to clear her mind. “Cell regeneration? Briar?”


“I would love to scan Zoem now, but we can’t risk it. I could use
the medical equipment, but I don’t think I could do it as fast as her body is.
Look.” Briar pointed.


In awe, Neenja looked down at the pale woman half on her lap.
“Zoem…who are you?” she whispered.



“Perhaps the question should be what
she is?” Korrian asked. She stood next to Spinner and Dael, who also seemed
entranced with what they were all witnessing. She stood straight and appeared
so much stronger than her age suggested, but Neenja saw the tiny tremors in
Korrian’s eyelids and how she leaned stealthily against Meija.


“How do you mean?” Meija asked. 


“She’s able to ignite a spontaneous regeneration. Look, she’s
creating new, fresh skin under the blackened tissues. I’ve never seen anything
like it.” Korrian followed the president’s example and pulled up a chair.
Sitting down with a thud, she wiped at her forehead and her upper lip. “We need
to consider the fact Zoem might be quite the formidable changer.”


Neenja jerked. “How could that be, sir? She has showed no sign of
having any particular gifts until now. Nor does she carry the changer gene.”


“Yet here we are.” Not looking unkind, the admiral took Neenja’s
hand. “She might be powerful enough to mask it. And we cannot disregard that
Zoem might have been playing us while waiting to strike.” Korrian shrugged
apologetically. “Just a theory.”


“I hope so. Zoem is an innocent. We don’t know what the
Nestrocalder did to her exactly, but—”


“That’s right. We don’t know,”
Korrian said gently.


“You surmise that she’s one of them, don’t you, sir? That the
Nestrocalder turned her.” Neenja was furious that the others couldn’t seem to
see Zoem like she had begun to: a victim of circumstance. A girl that nobody
could break—or at least they didn’t break easily—who was courageous and warm.
Not looking away from Korrian’s steady gaze, Neenja knew she was skating the
edge of insubordination. Still, she couldn’t back down. Someone had to advocate
for Zoem, and it appeared it had to be her. “You can’t just assume something
like that without proof. No matter if she is a changer, she hasn’t hurt a soul,
and today had to be an accident.”


“Commander.” The warning tone in Admiral Caydoc’s voice was
clear. “Stand down.”


Zoem stirred. “Please, Neenja. Don’t get into trouble on my
account.” Her words reached Neenja when not even her commanding officers could.



“All right. I apologize, sir.” She rose and stood at attention,
painfully aware of how they all regarded her. She was an idiot. Neenja knew she
would be thrown out of the inner circle and most likely lose her access to
Zoem. “I was merely worried for Zoem.”


“In what way, specifically?” Korrian asked, her voice
matter-of-fact.


“Several of you have been kind to Zoem.” Neenja looked down at
Zoem, who still appeared dazed. “But I feel I’m the only one who knows her, who
can vouch for her. She’s not a test subject anymore. Nothing in her history
points to her having committed any crimes. To the contrary, she is the victim
here. It’s easy to forget these things when a lot hangs in the balance.”


“You’re right, Neenja,” Caya said quietly. “Thea, we cannot stoop
to the malevolent changers’ level and incarcerate unwanted ones to use them for
our purpose.”


“Of course not. And we won’t as soon as we have sufficient proof
that Zoem isn’t going to hurt anyone, either knowingly or unknowingly.” Tylio
peered at the skin that had been burned only moments go. “You’ve healed, Zoem.”
Before anyone could react, Tylio reached out and ran a gentle finger on the new
skin.


“Thea!”


“Madam President!”


“No, don’t!” 


Voices called out warnings, but the only thing that happened was
that Zoem looked up at Thea and said, “That’s good.”


“Are you all right?” Briar examined Tylio’s hands. “No burns.
Thank the Creator.”


“Are you trying to give me a heart attack?” Caya growled. “Of all
the stupid things…”


“It was a calculated risk,” Thea said, and flicked her fingers in
the air. “We have all witnessed Neenja touch Zoem without anything happening.
Same for health-care professionals. I know you have touched her before, Caya,
but something clearly changed. When you and Briar touched Zoem, both of you
simultaneously, it was as if a fuse blew between you. I’m not prepared to do
anything to risk either of you getting hurt again, but my theory seems very
plausible.”


“So, what was different this time compared to when we touched
Zoem previously?” Briar stood and took a seat next to Adina. Everyone had moved
their chairs into a small semicircle around Zoem, who sat slumped in the large
armchair.


“I have no idea. I’m going to have to go over my notes,” Briar
said. “And I want to do a complete workup when it comes to a full-body scan. We
need more answers, and I may be reaching, but I think we can learn a lot from
taking a holistic point of view. Something tells me Zoem’s condition, no matter
how it manifests itself, is both physical and psychological.”


“And you’re very often right. Too often, if you ask me.” Caya
wrinkled her nose at her sister. 


Neenja couldn’t fathom that they could speak so lightly and
almost flippantly when Zoem’s future, and her well-being, was at stake. 


“I don’t think we can do much more than that right now. Why don’t
we join the others in the dining area before we return to this topic?” Tylio
stood. “After we’ve had our lunch, I want a scanner brought to Zoem’s quarters.
I’m not about to risk her life by sending her across town to cube eleven.”


“I’ll take care of that. I’ll take Zoem to her room and stay with
her until her nurse gets there. I’ll join you then.” Neenja knew she sounded
like she was giving the orders, but Tylio only nodded her consent.


“Very well. Be cautious, Neenja. We owe Zoem to take care of her,
but we can’t lose you because we were careless either. Understood?” Tylio
raised her voice marginally at the last word.


Suddenly feeling less rigid, Neenja saluted, hand to chin.
“Understood, Madam President.” Turning to Zoem, Neenja ignored the hoverchair
and simply lifted the frail woman into her arms. It was almost impossible to
remember how much she had resented the “babysitting” mission. As it stood right
now, she wouldn’t be interested in any other assignment.


“I can walk.” Zoem slurred her words.


Neenja chuckled, relieved that Zoem was initiating conversation.
“I know. Humor me.”


Chapter Fourteen

 

 

 


Mama
looked like an angel. Papa always said so, and Zoem agreed. With long,
straight, reddish-blond hair, LaiMina, who most often dressed in white, moved
like a dancer. She smiled often, and her friendliness was her most obvious
trademark. 


Now, Zoem
looked around the dinner table, taking in how the small family unit that was
the center of her world all focused on the traditionalist meal father had
prepared. Consisting primarily of home-grown vegetables, the simple meal was
transformed into a feast by the fragrant spices.


“Eat,
Zoem,” her mother said gently and nudged her shoulder. “Look at your siblings.
They’re half done already.”


Going rigid,
Zoem turned her eyes to the little girl on her left. No, it wasn’t possible.
She couldn’t have forgotten. Gasping for air, unable to get enough oxygen, Zoem
opened her mouth and screamed.


 


***


 


“Zina! Etran!” Zoem sat up so fast in bed, she had to cling to
the bedding to not topple over the edge. “Zina! No!” Her heart raced as she
tried to capture the image of a little girl with hair like hers, eyes like
hers, but younger, and the little boy who looked just like their father. Zoem
closed her eyes hard, fearing that if she looked at anything else, it would
erase her memory of her siblings.


How could she have forgotten them so completely? Ever since she
regained consciousness, she had been able to conjure up images of Mama and a
few glimpses of her father, but Zina, and Etran, the baby in their family unit,
had been hidden until now.


A gentle knock on the door made Zoem flinch. “Yes?” she called
out, worried who might have heard her.


The door opened a few centimeters. “Zoem? It’s Neenja. I heard
you call out. Are you all right?”


Slumping back against the pillows, Zoem whimpered. “No.”


“May I come in?” Neenja asked carefully.


“Yes. Please. Light at ten percent.” Zoem pushed up into a
sitting position and grabbed one of the pillows to hug it to her.


Neenja came into the room, her steps silent, and Zoem realized
the other woman was wearing a sleepshirt, a robe, and soft indoor shoes.
Glancing at the chronometer on the side table by the window, Zoem saw it was
0200 in the morning.


“You look very pale. Want to tell me what’s wrong?” Neenja sat
down on the foot of Zoem’s bed, folding her hands on her lap.


“I had a nightmare,” Zoem whispered. “It brought on a memory…I
can’t believe how I could have forgotten her. Them. All of them, really.”


“Who did you forget? Or the right way to phrase it is, who have
you not remembered until now? Your partial amnesia isn’t because of something
you did. The Nestrocalder caused it.” Neenja squeezed Zoem’s lower leg softly. 


“My sister. I have…or had…a younger sister. She was three or four
in the dream, and she looked just like me, only smaller. My little brother was
there too. And my parents.”


“This is such a step forward. Try to think of it that way. Now
that we know the names of your parents and your siblings, we can search the
records for what happened to them.” Sliding closer, Neenja took Zoem gently by
the shoulders. “It would probably be good for you to know the facts, no matter
what they are.”


“I think they’re dead. I was so stubborn in the beginning of my
captivity that the people holding me constantly threatened to kill my family. I
was certain they were merely using them as leverage, but I still tried to
escape and sabotage their agenda with me.” Zoem hid her face in her hands. “But
one day they brought me a long, bloody tress of red hair the same color as
mine, but softer. Then I knew. I never tried to run away again. I submitted to
their sampling and treatments without protest. No matter how it hurt and how
sick it sometimes made me, all I could see was how my parents had lost their
children…and I was responsible for one of those losses.”


Neenja wrapped her arms around Zoem and held her tight. “Zoem.”
Rocking, Neenja let Zoem cry against her. “There. Just cry for as long as it
takes.” Neenja’s voice was filled with emotion.


Zoem had no idea how long she sobbed in Neenja’s arms, only that
she couldn’t have let her tears fall with anyone else. Though she was so rigid
and seemed so unapproachable, Neenja still was the one who seemed to always be
on her side. Even if Neenja had originally seemed reluctant to guard her, Zoem
could feel that along the way that attitude had changed.


Pulling back a bit, Zoem wiped at her wet cheeks with the sleeves
of her sleep shirt. “Thank you.”


Neenja pushed Zoem’s hair back with gentle hands that were
impossibly tender, even though they were callused and strong. “I think you
needed a good cry. Some days are just the worst, aren’t they?” Tilting her
head, Neenja smiled faintly.


Zoem nodded. “They are.” She picked at a seam on the bedding. “Do
you ever have a good cry?” Glancing up at Neenja, Zoem half expected to be
brushed off.


“Not in a long time,” Neenja answered quietly. “I think I could
have been able to cry if the journey here hadn’t been as hard as it was. Or if
arriving here hadn’t been even harder. I came close once, but I’ve gotten very
used to pulling myself together. It becomes second nature.”


“When?” Zoem asked. “When did you come close to crying?”


Neenja took Zoem’s left hand. “When they brought you into the
hospital and briefed me of the circumstances regarding your rescue.” Raising
her chin, Neenja swallowed convulsively. “I had never seen someone so pale or
malnourished. The doctors told us you might not make it. And it was nothing
short of a miracle that you did. After today, I don’t think I’m alone in having
a plausible theory of how you managed to survive.”


“My ability to heal.” Zoem knew instinctively that Neenja was
right. “Is Admiral Heigel right? Am I a changer?”


“I wouldn’t rule it out, but you have no malevolent streaks in
you. Nothing you have ever said or done has showed aggression whatsoever. Let’s
just wait and see what the people who are much smarter than me figure out.”


“Oh, please.” Zoem suddenly found it easy to smile. “You’re
smart. Don’t even try.”


“Not at the science stuff. I’m a presidential guardsman, which is
hardly more than being a ‘glorified law-enforcement agent’ according to most
people.”


“Ha. The presidential guardsmen are the best of the best. Even I
know that.” Zoem nudged Neenja. “And you think fast and act accordingly. You
saved my life.”


Neenja surprised Zoem by running her index finger along the side
of her face. She smoothed Zoem’s hair and looked at her with huge, dark eyes.
“That was my privilege.”


Her breath catching in her throat, Zoem leaned into the touch,
not quite understanding why, just that she craved the closeness. “Neenja?”


“Shh. It’s all right.” Sounding husky now, Neenja wrapped her
arms around Zoem and held her like she had before, when she cried, but this
time Zoem felt entirely different. Gone was the attempt at consoling. Instead,
a heat, rather than warmth, replaced it.


Tipping her head back, eager to read the expression on Neenja’s
face, Zoem saw more of the heat, and it was as if fire had erupted in Neenja’s
pupils. “Oh…”


Zoem’s quiet whimper made Neenja flinch. They clung to each other
for a few moments more, but then Neenja let go and pulled back. Where her
features had seemed ravenous only a second ago, now Neenja appeared stunned and
apprehensive.


“I apologize,” Zoem said, grabbing at the bedding with both
hands.


“No. Don’t. Don’t apologize.” Standing up, Neenja bent and kissed
Zoem’s cheek. “I hope you can sleep again now. Preferably without nightmares.
Tomorrow you can decide if you want to share this dream and what you remember
with someone other than me. I won’t tell anyone if you don’t want me to, as
long as it doesn’t involve national security, and I don’t see how it would.”


Zoem didn’t mind that Neenja did her best to sound
matter-of-fact. She was relieved, in a way, that she didn’t bring up the heat
in their embrace. Zoem’s cheek still burned where Neenja had kissed her. Why
had she? Was it a display of affection or reassurance? Zoem sighed as she made
herself comfortable among the pillows again. Neenja remained by the bed until Zoem
settled in completely, and then she walked to the door. 


“Remember that you have a sensor panel in the headboard, where
you can reach my communicator. Please use it.” Hesitating a moment, Neenja
said, “I couldn’t bear it if you didn’t.” She slipped out the door and closed
it behind her.


Zoem looked up at the ceiling for several moments, Neenja’s words
echoing in her mind. Something had shifted, and the difference was palpable.
Zoem wasn’t sure when it had happened, or how it would play out, but something
had indeed changed between her and the woman who guarded her against everyone
else. Even the president would have a tough time reaching Zoem if Neenja
thought their leader meant her harm.


Curling up on her side, Zoem hugged one of the pillows, much like
Neenja had held her. “Computer, lights at zero percent.” As the room grew dark,
Zoem buried her face in the pillow. Just as she began to drift off to sleep
again, a thought appeared and made her wide-awake again. Did Neenja perhaps
think Zoem could tell the difference between hugs, kisses, and embraces of
comfort? Was Neenja not aware how the length of Zoem’s captivity had affected
her ability to read and understand social cues? What if she thought it was
obvious to Zoem how Neenja regarded the kiss on the cheek and the tight, heated
hug? 


Her carousel of thoughts sent her into a stressed frenzy, so Zoem
made herself breathe slowly—in through the nose, out through half-closed lips.
Over and over, like Briar had showed her at one point. Surprised that it helped,
Zoem did her best not to think of Neenja at all. 


Yet the image of Neenja was the last thing she saw before sleep
claimed her.


Chapter Fifteen

 

 

 


The oval table was small enough for the people around it to
easily read the expressions on each other’s face. Thea took in the appearance
of the others, not wanting to miss a thing. “Let’s hear it. You were all there
when Zoem Malderyn self-healed. I want your thoughts on the situation, and yes,
I realize we have no proof of anything. I still want you to be candid.” She
turned to Caya, who sat on her right. “You start.”


Caya nodded slowly, and her pensive expression was quite opposite
that of her normally bubbly nature. “For the first time I can say with
certainty that Zoem is a changer. I have no idea why I haven’t been able to
sense this fact before.”


“You are rarely mistaken—if ever.” Thea leaned back and crossed
her legs under the table. Her back was acting up again, and she knew full well
it was the constant pressure and tension of living in uncertainty with so much
responsibility.


“True.” Caya smiled warily. “It’s also strange that I’ve been
able to read her past earlier, but then things changed, and she blocked me. I
wonder if she was even aware of doing it.”


“This woman is clearly more of a criminal mastermind than we
could imagine,” one of the three generals present said. 


Thea had been reluctant to involve the military on their level,
but her hands were tied, as they were the highest-ranking officers within their
respective branches. 


“General,” Thea said firmly now. “Jumping to conclusions does not
benefit us in any way. It is one thing to speculate, but if you come into this
discussion with your mind made up and allowing prejudice against either
changers, women, or victims of abduction, you cannot remain in your current
position.”


“Forgive me, Madam President,” the general said with a sneer. “I
can only see that statement as yet another way to discredit anyone with an
opinion other than your own.”


“General.”
Fleet Admiral Orien Vayand growled from his seat opposite Thea. “Stand down.
You are not the subject-matter expert here. It would serve you well to remember
that fact.”


“Yes, sir.” The general in question clenched his jaws but didn’t
speak any further.


“Continue, please.” Vayand gestured amicably at Thea and Caya.


“Thank you.” It didn’t sit well with Thea to have anyone step in
to “rescue” her, but she conceded that the intervention had shut up the fool of
a general. If she was lucky, it would set a precedent and let the others of the
same inclination know how futile it was to be stupid. She nodded at Caya to go
on.


“As I said, we aren’t sure how Zoem managed to block me, and
later also my sister. She is a very lovely person, and even if it is in part an
interpretation, rather than a reading, I would venture a guess that her
blocking us is instinctual. A self-preservation thing.”


“I heard she injured you and your sister.” Vayand rubbed his
chin. “That doesn’t sound “lovely.”


“No, it doesn’t, sir, but we haven’t established if the injuries
were created by Briar and me, or by Zoem. Or all three of us in synergy.” Caya
glanced around the table. “What I can tell you is that, with her awakening
gifts, and we’ve only scratched the surface, we may find she has abilities that
strengthen our position against the terrorists and the Nestrocalder.”


Korrian and Meija sat to the left of Thea, and now Meija raised
her hand. “I have no gifts, but I have an astute sense regarding what people
are made of. I agree with Caya. Zoem is frail right now in many ways, but they
are mostly physical. When she regains her strength—”


“But there isn’t time for that.” Korrian had interrupted, which
rendered her a stern look from her wife. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I know you’re
the humanitarian of the two of us, but if the terrorists could get so close to
the presidential palace only days ago, then we can be assured they have other,
much more intrusive plans. I, for one, am not prepared to sit around and wait
until this girl can run a long-distance race.”


“Then what do you suggest we do, Admiral Heigel?” Thea asked. 


“I have modified a piece of Darmiya’s brilliant technology and
spent the better part of the last four days recalibrating it for the purpose of
protecting Caya and Briar against touching Zoem yet still get a connection.”


“So that’s where you were?” Muttering, Meija shook her head.
“Glad I’m the last to know.”


“An invention?” Caya leaned against the table to look past Thea
and over to Korrian. 


“Yes. If you and Briar can get past her defenses, whether
deliberate or not, then you can probe her enough to help us come up with a
plan.”


“I can see how that might work.” Caya murmured something
inaudible in Briar’s ear.


“And how sure are you that nobody will get hurt from using this
contraption?” Thea asked, not sure she liked this idea.


“As sure as I can be regarding the theory behind it. I have
tested it, and by itself it’s a very simple and reliable piece of equipment.”
Korrian suddenly stood, heading for the small table of beverages and fruit. She
poured herself some water and gulped it down. Pouring yet another glass, she
began to sip from it but then wobbled sideways, hitting the wall with a thud.
Starting to slide down, she was almost on the floor before the formerly
offending general, who was sitting closest, caught her in his arms. “Sir!” He
looked mortified.


“Korrian!” Meija shot out of the chair and rounded the table.
Pulling at the general’s arms, she pointed to a couch at the other end of the
conference room. “There. Put her there.” Her voice was trembling, and an
expression of fear replaced her normally so cheery one.


“Call the medics,” Thea barked and saw Vayand slap his
communicator and do so. Thea hurried over to the couch and crouched next to
Meija, who was trying to persuade Korrian to wake up. 


“Please, sweetie. Please. Look at me.” Meija wasn’t crying, but
her hands shook as she caressed Korrian’s face. “Come on now, Admiral. You’ve
never backed away from anything. Not since we met. Not once!”


Thea stealthily felt for Korrian’s pulse on her thin wrist. It
was there. She was alive, but the pulse was thin and far too rapid. Caya and
Briar joined them. Kneeling behind the armrest, they both placed their hands on
the top of Korrian’s head, feeling with their fingers among the greying curls.


“She is alive,” Caya whispered, tears flowing freely now. “But
she is deeply unconscious. I can detect some echoes, but that’s it. You?” She
turned to Briar.


“Echoes, yes. Of some pain. Frustration. And…fear?” Briar looked
over at Meija but didn’t say anything.


“Oh, Creator of all things good in this world.” Meija groaned.
“This…I know she hasn’t been herself lately, but I chalked it up to her being
stressed since we’re facing a damn storm of horrible events if we can’t get to
this creature. But this…this is something else. I can feel it.”


“As can I,” Caya said. She bent and gently kissed the top of
Korrian’s head. 


Following a noise at the door, the guardsmen on duty let the
medical team in. Thea and the other women stepped aside to let the physician
and nurses assess Korrian. 


“What’s happened?” Adina came through the door, sounding out of
breath. “I’m sorry I’m late. I was heading over when I heard the call for a
medical team. What…Korrian?” She paled and hurried over to Briar and hugged
her. “Briar?”


Briar murmuringly filled her in.


Caya stepped into Thea’s arms and wrapped an arm around her
waist. “This is horrible,” she whispered. “I don’t know why, but I feel I’ve
known Korrian my whole life. Perhaps it’s because she’s been in the public eye
for constructing the advance ships and Pathfinder.”


“That’s very true. I feel the same way.” Thea kissed Caya’s
temple. Could this be a stroke? Were they going to lose this amazing woman here
on a couch in their new capital?


After scanning Korrian and hooking her up to medical instruments,
the doctor stood and turned to Meija. “Sir. Your spouse is very ill. We suspect
a massive bleed in her frontal lobe on both sides. We’ll take her to the ICD
and begin treatment, but I have to be honest. It does not look promising.” His
voice was matter-of-fact, but his warm eyes expressed how distraught he was.
Perhaps this young doctor also felt he knew Korrian.


“No. No…” Meija lost her balance, and Adina let go of Briar and
caught her.


“Not you too, Meija. Careful there.” Adina kept her arms around
the older woman and exchanged a concerned look with Briar, who took Meija’s
hand.


“Wait.” Caya let go of Thea and stepped over to Briar. “Sis. How
long is the window of opportunity when it comes to a bleed in the brain?”


“What do you mean?” Briar looked nonplussed. “If you’re asking
how fast medical measures must be implemented, they have already done what they
can here. Now they have to rush her to the intensive-care department, and
perhaps Korrian must go into surgery.”


“All right.” Caya stood and turned to the physicians. “I’m going
to bring someone with us in the emergency hovercar. I’ll be quick.” She rushed
to the door and was gone before anyone had the opportunity to ask her anything.


“What was that about?” Meija looked confused. “What’s she talking
about?”


“I think,” Briar said slowly, “she’s fetching Zoem to ride along
with them in the hovercar.”


Chapter Sixteen

 

 

 


Zoem was reading from a tablet, trying to calm her
ever-racing mind by losing herself in Gasek-dynasty poetry. She refused to
acknowledge how she had formed the habit, or who had introduced it to her, but
merely utilized it to persuade tranquility to take over.


A sharp knock on the door made her flinch, and she dropped the
tablet onto the floor next to the couch. Before she could call out for the
person outside to enter, the door flew open and Caya rushed in.


“Oh. Good. You’re dressed. Put your shoes on, and a jacket.”


“Wait…what’s going on?” Feeling her cheeks go cold, Zoem simply
stared at Caya.


“You have to come with me. It’s Admiral Heigel. Korrian. She
needs you.”


“Korrian?” Now Zoem stood and pushed her feet into a pair of
shoes. After glancing around for her jacket, she pulled it on. “What’s happened
to her? What can I do?”


“I’ll let you know. They’re taking her to an emergency hovercar
right now. Are you able to run?” Not touching Zoem, Caya pointed to the
corridor. 


“I can try.” Zoem closed the door behind her, trying to guess
what could be so wrong with Korrian that they needed her, but it was
impossible. All she knew, beyond any doubt, was that if they had use for her,
she would accommodate them.


“What’s going on?” Neenja came out of her room two doors down. “I
heard someone banging—Caya?”


“Oh, even better. Come on. I’ll explain later. We must get Zoem
down to the loading bay at the back of the house. Korrian needs her or she
might die.”


Zoem almost tripped but kept running behind Caya. Next to her
Neenja gasped but stayed close to Zoem as they rushed through the corridor.


“The stairs will be quicker,” Caya called out over her shoulder.
“Is that doable, Zoem?”


“Yes.” It really didn’t matter. Zoem knew she might end up half
dead after she completed her task, but to save the woman who meant so much not
just to the inner circle around the president, but to all the Gemoconians, was
well worth it.


They reached the loading dock just as the medical staff was
starting to close the hatch in the back of the emergency hovercar. 


“Stop! Wait! We’re here, and we’re going along to the hospital.”
Caya pointed at a group of guardsmen. “You will follow us. Zoem Malderyn is
still living with a threat hanging over her.”


“Caya? What are you thinking? What’s going on?” Tylio approached
them, her face pale and her body rigid.


“I’ll explain as soon as I have time, Thea. Trust me.” Caya
quickly squeezed her wife’s hands and then motioned for Neenja and Zoem to
enter the hovercar. Pulling the hatch closed behind them, Caya gave a sign to
the pilot to start.


Zoem sat on a seat at the top of the gurney where Korrian lay
motionless and unconscious. Medication and fluids streamed into the body of the
admiral, and Zoem knew this condition had to be life-threatening.


“Listen, Zoem. This is just something I’ve thought of since I saw
you last.” Caya kept her distance but spoke with emphasis. “I know you can’t
touch me, or at least we can’t risk it. But you touching Neenja is all right,
probably because she isn’t a changer. Your self-healing gift…I thought you
might try to help Korrian. And trust me, if it doesn’t work, it is by no means
your fault. Instead, the opposite. That said, can you please help her in any
way? You have such tremendous gifts, my friend.”


“H-how?” Zoem stared in horror between Korrian and Caya.


“Put your hands around her head and visualize it. That’s how I do
when I read someone’s future or past. I touch them and open my mind and
visualize.”


Frightened out of her mind, Zoem looked down at her trembling
hands. Afraid that her touch would damage the unconscious Korrian, she still
turned sideways in her seat and carefully placed her hands on Korrian’s
forehead and temples. Her hands grew exponentially warmer, and she began to
hum, not sure where that impulse came from. After she hummed, she began to
sing. Not certain what song it was or what the nonsense words meant, Zoem kept
at it as the heat on her palms increased. She couldn’t look at Korrian since
she was certain that wouldn’t work. 


“I’m not going to touch you,” Caya murmured and placed her hands
above Zoem’s hands, joining the singing. 


A monitor started to beep, but Zoem was so into her murmured
singing that she only vaguely noticed it.


“Look. The blood pressure is stabilizing,” someone, a nurse
perhaps, said eagerly. Zoem kept at it. She could feel a surge, something
strong, between her hands and hoped she wasn’t hurting Korrian. Angry that she
had wasted her energy second-guessing herself, Zoem began to move her hands in
small circles. 


“Creator…” Caya whispered. “I can feel it. I can’t describe it,
but I feel it.”


In the back of her mind, Zoem felt the hovercar turn and the
outer klaxon roar. Unaware how long it took, she noted that they pulled to a
full stop. The hovercar landed with a muted thud, and the back hatch opened.


Zoem knew it was too early for her and Caya to stop what they
were doing. She wasn’t sure how she could be so certain, but she was. As the
medical staff began to loosen the straps holding the gurney, Zoem shook her
head in panic. “Stop. Stop! I can’t let you. Don’t move her yet.”


“You don’t get it. We have to get her into surgery,” the young
doctor said brusquely. 


“Then let me climb on top of her.” Zoem sent Neenja a pleading
look. “Help me?”


“Meija?” Neenja turned to the pale woman who had joined them from
the front passenger seat.


“Let her keep doing what she started.” Meija gave a muted sob.


Zoem made sure she was in contact with Korrian’s skin as Neenja
lifted her and helped her pivot enough to straddle Korrian’s waist. She
momentarily lost the connection with Caya, but once the gurney was out of the
hovercar, Caya was there again, reinforcing whatever was happening between
Zoem’s hands.


The emergency department was chaotic. Clearly, everyone had
prepared to take Korrian into surgery, and now when Zoem was on top of her,
pressing her hands to the admiral’s forehead, they gaped at her.


“Give them some space. Just hook the admiral up to the monitors.”
The young doctor called out his orders with a clipped tone. “What’s her O2
level?”


“Actually, it’s ninety-eight percent,” a nurse next to Zoem
called out. 


Zoem registered the information foggily as she focused on what
was going on against her hands. The nurse kept calling out the numbers, and
most of them meant very little to Zoem. Her shoulders had begun to ache from
keeping them still and pressing down on Korrian’s forehead. 


“Her vitals are coming around. Whatever they’re doing, it’s
working,” a male nurse said. “This is damn impressive. Is the girl on top doing
this?”


“Together,” Zoem managed to say. 


“Don’t let her fool you. I’m just an added battery, sort of,”
Caya said. “Can someone wipe our faces with a cool cloth? I’m sweating like
a…um. Well, you know.” 


Zoem had to smile at how Caya realized she had almost spoke like
herself and not like the president’s spouse and pulled back. A cool cloth
appeared before Zoem, and someone behind it wiped her face. The dampness felt
marvelous. “Thank you,” she whispered without looking at the person. 


“Do you need to take a break, Zoem?” Caya asked. “You’ve been at
it for more than half an hour now, and…well, you’re doing all the heavy
lifting, in a manner of speaking.”


“No. I’m fine.” She wasn’t, but she had to help keep Korrian
alive, of that she was certain.


More voices filtered through her concentration. Yes, familiar
voices. Tylio, Briar, Adina. Friends of Korrian. Where was Meija? Zoem dared to
open her eyes. She found Meija sitting on a small bench over by the window, her
hands clasped. Perhaps she was praying to the Creator. Zoem didn’t know what to
think about such a thing. She had prayed plenty as a young child but never seen
her parents, or her sister, again. But perhaps Meija had another connection to
the Creator. It was possible.


“Goodness, darling. Have the two of you been at it the entire
time?” Tylio’s voice was closer, and she was addressing Caya.


“I’ve been keeping an eye on them, Madam President,” Neenja said
quietly.


“Very good, Commander. I’ll go sit with Meija and have the doctor
update us.”


The concept of time lost meaning as Zoem moved her aching fingers
in small circles against Korrian’s temples and forehead. She wasn’t sure how
long she could continue, but regardless of that concern, she kept going. She
owed them this. They had saved her from the cave, something she had learned
very quickly after she regained consciousness. Some of the medical staff had
been rough when handling her immobilized body and snarled the words that she
owed them everything. So here she was, repaying her immense debt. A muted sob
broke free from her lips, and she squeezed them together.


“Zoem?” Caya’s voice made Zoem open her eyes. She was so
exhausted she could barely manage the narrow slit where she could make out
their hands. Caya’s still hovered above Zoem’s, but they warmed her. What debt
might Caya be working off? Probably none. Caya was simply a good person ready
to do anything for her friend. “Are you all right, Zoem? You’re so pale.”


Right then, Zoem felt something stir beneath her. She shifted
slightly, and her knees ached in protest, as she had been in the same kneeling
position ever since Neenja had helped her climb on top of Korrian.


“Zoem.” Neenja was at Zoem’s side and wrapped an arm around her
waist. “I have you.”


“She stirred.” Zoem tried to look at Neenja, but all she saw was
a blurry image of a pale face with black hair. “Under me. I felt her move her
arms.”


“Really?” Meija’s voice interrupted them. “Are you sure?”


“Yes.”


“I feel her. I hear her.” Caya’s voice filled with tears. “Meija,
I can feel her. She’s back.”


“Korrian.” Meija took one of Korrian’s hands and kissed it over
and over. “Look up at me, Korrian.”


Korrian moaned and stirred again.


“I’m hindering her. I think she needs Meija now more than the two
of us.” Slowly, Zoem let go of Korrian and wrapped her arms around Neenja’s
neck. Neenja lifted her off Korrian’s now restlessly shifting body. Lowering
Zoem to the floor, Neenja still kept steadying arms around her.


Meija bent to kiss Korrian on the lips. “Can you see me? Can you
speak?” Her voice was calm, but Zoem thought you didn’t have to be Briar or
Caya to pick up on the dread underneath it.


“Mm?” Korrian slurred her words. “Wha…wh’r?”


“You collapsed at the presidential palace, sweetheart. Just lie
still and let the doctors do their thing. I’m here. So are some of your
friends.” Meija moved away from the gurney. 


The doctors ran their scans, muttered, and ran some a second
time. “This is not possible,” the young doctor who had accompanied Korrian in
the emergency hovercar muttered. “Look at my initial scans. And then these.” He
held up a tablet to his older colleagues. “How the hell did this happen? I
mean, can it really be because of her?” He motioned at Zoem.


“That’s Ms. Malderyn to you,” Neenja growled.


“I apologize. Because of Ms. Malderyn’s attempt at healing?” The
young doctor still sounded dubious, bordering on mocking. 


Zoem didn’t care, as long as Korrian was getting better. She
leaned into Neenja, the only place she felt safe right now.


“The admiral was suffering a major bleed to the brain. So where
did the blood go? There’s nothing in her spinal fluids, nothing in her
ventricles.”


Zoem thought it might be time for an explanation before the
doctor worked himself into a brain hemorrhage. She truly didn’t have it in her
to save one more person right now. “I convinced it to return to her arteries.”


The room went quiet. Everybody stopped what they were doing or
saying and stared at her.


“What?” the doctor’s mouth gaped open.


“The brain bleed was killing her,” Zoem said, almost apologetic.
“When I put my hands on her, I could feel it after a while, and once I
convinced it to go back where it belonged, all it took was time.”


“Creator.” Meija rushed over to Zoem. “You saved her. You saved
the woman I love more than anything.” She wrapped her arms around both Zoem and
Neenja and squeezed them hard. “Thank you. It’s not enough, but thank you.”


“That’s impossible,” an older physician said. “What makes you
think you’re able to perform such miracles, Miss…?”


Not about to argue about what she did, or did not do, to Korrian,
Zoem turned and hid her face against Neenja. Her knees sagged, and she felt
Neenja keep her upright.


“Enough,” Neenja said, her voice hard. “Zoem brought back
Korrian, and she doesn’t deserve to be interrogated about it. Do your fucking
job and care for the admiral. I’m taking Zoem to a room where she can have
something to eat and drink. Can’t you see she’s exhausted. Caya’s looking a bit
on the pale side as well.”


Zoem turned her head sideways and cast a glance at Caya, who sat
next to Tylio, her head on the president’s shoulder.


“Yes. Let’s go somewhere and have something to eat. All of us.”
Tylio stood, pulling Caya with her. “Meija, we’ll have some food sent here for
you as well. I know you’re not going to want to leave Korrian.”


“Thank you, Madam President.” Meija nodded with a grateful smile.



“Keep us posted about Korrian’s condition, please.” Tylio stopped
by the gurney and kissed Meija’s cheek.


“I c-can sch…peak for my…schelf…” Korrian managed to slur a few
words.


“And there she is.” Meija laughed weakly while tears ran down her
cheeks. “You go ahead, everybody. I’ll page you later.” Her glance landed on
Zoem. “Rest up, child. You’ve earned it.”


Zoem couldn’t think of anything to say but nodded as she clung to
Neenja. She hoped some sustenance would replenish her drained system. As Tylio
and Caya passed her, a faint, tingling current seemed to pass between her and
Caya. Zoem pulled back, afraid she might hurt her friend.


“It’s all right, Zoem.” Caya winked at her. “I don’t think, for
now at least, that either of us has enough power left to cause any real
damage.”


“Let’s not test that theory, darling,” Tylio said and pulled Caya
closer with an arm around her waist. She smiled gently at Zoem. “You look a bit
worse for wear. I will have them deliver food to one of the rooms available for
families here.”


Worse for wear was an understatement, Zoem thought as she forced
her feet to move. She was so tired she worried she would never regain any
strength at all. She didn’t regret doing whatever she had for Korrian, but this
sensation of being weighed down by a million rocks was worrisome. What if she
couldn’t recuperate before she was needed next time? What if the Nestrocalder
were to launch a major attack, and she was in no shape to save the Gemoconians?


She stopped so fast, she nearly tripped Neenja, her mind racing
despite her exhaustion. Where had that last thought come from? Saving the
Gemoconians? Was that her mission? When had this notion entered her mind? She
didn’t have to think too long about that. The thought of saving the people who
had risked everything to begin anew on a new homeworld had been there ever
since she came to after she was removed from the canister in the cave. 


No matter what price she ended up paying, she was determined to
save these people.


Chapter Seventeen

 

 

 


Two days after Korrian came so close to death, Caya, Briar,
Adina, Zoem, Neenja, and the president were in Adina’s office in the military
headquarters, a large room located on the second floor. The walls were grey,
but they were decorated with photos of family and friends, some blueprints, and
a few framed diplomas. Zoem gazed around the room and guessed that Briar had
put up the latter, rather than Adina herself, as the commander was rather
low-key and struck Zoem as the type that thought diplomas on the wall were
inconsequential. 


Commander Adina Vantressa pulled three devices from a large,
padded case. Looking at them, she propped her hip against the desk. “All right,”
she said slowly. “I have been able to talk to Admiral Heigel, and she has
informed me in detail how these things work.”


Zoem eyed the contraptions on Adina’s desk. Two of them looked
the same, meant to wear on one’s upper arm, but the third, although similar,
was bulkier and taller. She had a feeling that one was for her. 


“These two are for Briar and Caya.” Confirming Zoem’s guess,
Adina pointed to the smaller cuffs. “They are mostly for reception as well as
filtering. This one,” she said, indicating the bigger one, is for Zoem. This
receives too, but it mostly transmits. To be on the safe side, you should wear
them throughout the day.”


“What?” Caya turned to her sister. “Did you know that?”


Briar sighed and shook her head. “No. I didn’t. This is the first
I’ve heard of it—just like you.”


“At least you don’t have to sleep with them on,” Adina said
sternly. “You never know when you’re going to encounter Zoem and how close the
proximity will be. Until Darmiya and I can figure out something less, um, obvious,
this is it. We can’t risk anyone getting hurt again.”


“And how will we know they work?” Neenja asked. “How will we test
them?”


“That’s what we’re going to do now.” Adina waved Zoem over. “As
you’re the one with the most power, in a way, we better put this on you first.”


Zoem nodded, and looking at the cuff, she unfastened her shirt
and pulled it off. She was going to have to wear more loosely fitted clothes
with that apparatus on her arm.


“Excuse me.” Neenja stood. “The device. Can it hurt her?” Hands on
her hips, she firmly stared at Adina, who calmly shook her head. 


“In itself, no. What can hurt her is if it doesn’t work. Since
both Caya and Briar have begun to notice more pronounced tingles and buzzing
sensations when they come within one meter of Zoem, they can step closer to her
than that. If they feel no tingles, they can touch, very carefully. If the
cuffs work, neither of them should feel anything at all. If they experience any
sort of sensation or pain, the devices clearly aren’t effective, and then it’s
back to work for Darmiya and me.”


“All right.” Neenja didn’t move. 


“Go on,” Zoem said to Adina. “This is our only option if I’m
going to be able to coordinate with Caya and Briar. And that needs to happen.”


Adina took the cuff and slid it up along Zoem’s arm until she
held it in place just shy of her armpit. Zoem was starting to worry that the
cuff would be too large and keep falling off, when Adina pressed a sensor and
it seemed to shrink to just the right size.


“We won’t turn it on until the other two are in place.” Adina
repeated the procedure with the other two cuffs.


Zoem looked at the device around her left arm. She was
ambidextrous, which meant it wouldn’t be in the way. Made from a matte metal
alloy, it held buttons, small displays, and a multitude of tiny sensors. She
hoped she wouldn’t have to remember what each was for, as she was certain that
the level of her recurring fatigue would keep her from retaining such detailed
information.


“All the cuffs have a larger sensor at the front, near the top.
Press it for three seconds, and the cuff will acclimatize to your system. Go
ahead.” Adina motioned for them to follow her instructions.


After pressing the sensor, Zoem waited for something to feel
different, even hurt, but all she experienced was a faint buzzing sensation
that soon faded. She was starting to relax when her cuff gave a loud, piercing
signal. Flinching, she fumbled for a way to turn it off.


“No. Don’t, Zoem.” Adina hurried over and took her hands.
“Korrian said yours would have to perform more readings of your system and that
it would take longer.”


Neenja seemed ready to rip the cuff off Zoem’s arm, but
eventually, perhaps two full minutes later, the tone faded as well.


“Good.” Adina scanned all three devices and tapped on her tablet.
“Now for the first test. Caya, walk toward Zoem. Slowly.”


“Very slowly,” Neenja said darkly. Zoem glanced at her, noting
the storm brewing in her eyes.


Caya made her way toward Zoem, who tensed but still didn’t feel
any different than she did about standing close to a non-changer. When Caya
stood half a meter from Zoem, she smiled. “Take it up a notch?”


“Just be careful. I don’t want to hurt you.” Zoem shifted
sideways, away from Neenja, in case she might inadvertently send Caya hurtling
across the room again.


Caya placed a firm, steady hand on Zoem’s lower arm and then took
her hand. Nothing happened on Zoem’s end, but Caya’s eyes grew wide. “Oh,
dear.”


“What’s wrong?” Tylio, who had been quiet until now, stepped
forward, looking like she would break them apart by force.


“Wait! Wait.” Caya closed her eyes. “Briar. You too. Hurry.”


Briar didn’t hesitate. She came over and placed a hand on top of
her sister’s. Within seconds, her eyes snapped open wide, and she gaped as she
looked back and forth between Zoem and Caya. “Oh, dear, indeed.”


“Will someone fill the rest of us mere mortals in?” Tylio all but
stomped her foot. 


“In a sec, Thea.” Caya raised her free hand and waved it
dismissively in the air. “Just wait.”


Tylio sent a help-seeking glance at the ceiling and pressed her
lips together.


Zoem was still not feeling anything special about Caya’s touch.
Relaxing marginally, she closed her eyes. Blue flashes and orange flames
flickered on the inside of her eyelids, and she lifted her hand to rub her
eyes. This motion only seemed to emphasize the emerging sensation of being
linked. 


“Caya?” At first Zoem was certain she said the name out loud, but
the echo behind it made that assumption dubious. Was she…transmitting? “Briar?”
Zoem tried again. 


“I hear you,” a slightly echoing voice, clearly Briar’s, said.
“Can you hear me?”


“For the love of the Creator.” Caya’s voice came through,
sounding wry. “This reminds me of using my very first toy communicator. “Can
you hear me? Can you hear me now?
How about now?” She snorted. 


Zoem wondered how it was at all possible to snort in a telepathic
conversation. “I feel dizzy,” she said, and immediately felt the hand on her
arm steady her.


“It can be disorienting, in the beginning. I’m so glad you could
let us in this time,” Briar said. 


A hand stroked her hair, and somehow Zoem knew this wasn’t any of
the Lindemay sisters’ touch. Neenja? Who else would think to do this, to
reassure her?


“Would you allow us to probe your system?” Caya asked. “I promise
we will be discreet, and unless it has to do with national security, we won’t
go any further.”


“By all means.” Wasn’t she an open book already? She had been
prodded, probed, scanned, and tested, ever since she was rescued from the cave,
no, ever since she was taken, initially. Relaxing farther into the hand cupping
the back of her neck, Zoem kept her eyes closed and let her mind go, if not
blank, exactly, then still. She felt Caya and Briar within her in the strangest
of sensations, as if she were a small pond and they were small tumi water creatures.
Time seemed to slow around her, and Zoem merely reveled at the gentleness of
the hand in her hair, the care and strangely inconspicuous exploration by Caya
and Briar.


Eventually, the sisters were done, and they slowly broke the
connection. Looking up, Zoem blinked at the bright light of the sun filtering
through the half-closed shades. 


“How do you feel?” Neenja asked.


“Fine. Nothing hurts. I’m not tired.” Zoem smiled faintly.
“Actually, I feel replenished. Recharged. Something like that.”


“And you?” Tylio pulled Caya down next to her on a couch.


Adina did the same with Briar.


It dawned on Zoem that neither of the sisters had spoken since
they broke the contact. Looking at them, she realized that they’d only broken
contact with her. They were still communicating. Perhaps it was hard for others
to detect the signs of their telepathic connection, but for Zoem, it was
obvious.


“Caya?” Concerned now, Tylio raised her hand to touch Caya’s
face.


“Wait,” Zoem said. “Madam President, they’re still working.”


“What? But they broke off—oh.” Tylio looked over at Briar, who
seemed as preoccupied as her sister.


They waited for another fifteen minutes for Caya and Briar to
acknowledge them. Zoem was content sitting next to Neenja, as their proximity
felt so right. From what she could sense, Neenja felt the same way.


Caya blinked a few times, as did Briar, and then they both got up
and fetched their tablets. Sitting down again, Briar nodded at Caya, who
remained at her feet.


“All right. I’ll start.” Caya tapped a few commands into her
tablet and then looked at Zoem. “Thank you for allowing us access. It takes a
lot of courage to do that, and we appreciate it. However, the result of our
clairvoyant scan is—unexpected, and worrisome. I think it’s safe to say that
Briar and I don’t have the knowledge of what it all means. For you, or for the
rest of us.”


Tylio sat up straighter on the couch. “What did you see?” she
asked, her voice grave.


Caya gripped the tablet harder. “We discovered things that normal
scans and tests failed to detect. I think it was because of Zoem’s ability to
block standard examinations.”


“Go on.” Tylio sounded far too calm, which worried Zoem. What had
the sisters found?


“The first thing, the most obvious thing, was the fact that—and
this is going to sound crazy—Zoem harbors black garnet in every cell in her
body.”


“What?” Tylio got up. “What the hell are you saying?”


Zoem couldn’t believe her ears. Shrinking into the backrest of
the couch where she sat with Adina, she wanted to hide from the startled
expression on everyone’s face.


“Stop before you jump to conclusions. Zoem is not about to
explode.” Caya held up a hand. “The black garnet is dormant, if that is the
correct term. We investigated it, very
carefully, and it’s just…sitting there.”


“Damn.” Adina rubbed her face with both hands. “Did the bastards
turn her into a weapon of mass destruction?”


Zoem tried to be stoic but gave a muted sob.


“No. I don’t think so,” Briar said, placing a hand on Adina’s
knee. “The black garnet is contained in each cell like a nucleus within its
membrane. And those membranes were reinforced in a way that makes them
impenetrable.”


“Then why would she have them? Did the Nestrocalder install them?
Or someone else?” Neenja asked.


Zoem curled up away from Neenja. “Wait.” Her voice was drowned
out by the others speculating about the presence of black garnet in her system.
New blue and red flashes ignited and, with them, flickering memories of her
years in captivity. They weren’t intact, or complete, but they began to make
more and more sense. “Wait. Listen.” Zoem sat up, but nobody paid much
attention. Desperate for the others to hear her out, Zoem pushed against the
couch. A new sensation of being weightless filled her, and only then did Zoem
notice that she was hovering a few centimeters above the couch.


“Look,” Neenja said, and turned to the others when they didn’t
hear her either. “Hey! Look!”


Four heads whipped around, staring at Zoem. Adina and Tylio
paled, but the sisters merely smiled. 


“Creator…” The president shook her head as if denial would help
her make sense of things.


Zoem relaxed and found herself back on the couch again. “Listen
to me.”


“All right. We’re listening,” Neenja said, and put her arm around
Zoem’s shoulders. “Go on.”


“I remember some things. I’m not sure where my new memories come
from.” Zoem shrugged. “Perhaps Caya’s and Briar’s probing unlocked them?
Doesn’t matter. What is important is that I do have some vital memories.”


“Regarding what?” Tylio asked.


“Regarding my abduction, being a prisoner, being experimented on,
and yes, the creature, the Nestrocalder.” Zoem gripped Neenja’s hand and held
it tight. “Most of all, I remember how the black garnet entered my system.”


“Don’t keep us guessing,” Caya said, walking closer. “Tell us.”


Zoem rested her forehead against Neenja’s shoulder for a few
moments. Then she looked up at them, praying they would understand. “They did a
lot of things to me, the Nestrocalder’s people, and some was pure torture. I
learned to hide, to mask things, to retreat within myself.” She paused,
clinging to her courage before she lost it. “They didn’t infuse my system with
black garnet.” Zoem closed her eyes hard. “I did.”


Chapter Eighteen

 

 

 


Neenja watched the other women around Zoem go pale.


“What?” Tylio asked. 


Zoem merely hid her face against Neenja’s shoulder. “Give me…a
moment.”


“A moment?” Tylio lowered her voice until it reverberated like
the kind of growl that made her political opponents cry and leave the room. 


Neenja held Zoem closer. “Yes, a damn minute, Madam President.
That’s not too much to ask.”


“Thea.” Caya placed a hand on Tylio’s arm. “If I had sensed even
a fraction of malevolence in Zoem, I would have told you. Instantly. And so
would Briar.”


“True.” Briar looked concerned when she regarded Zoem. “That said,
she has been hiding things from us, knowingly or unknowingly—”


“Unknowingly.” Zoem pulled free and sat up straight. Her eyes
glowed that strange amber-green-tinted fire. “I had no idea that I was doing
that. Touch me again and verify that, Briar, if you don’t believe me.”


“We want to believe you,” Adina said calmly. “But too much is at
stake for us to completely trust someone we don’t know enough about.”


Neenja could tell how Adina’s words, though spoken kindly, still
cut Zoem deeply. Her own heart ached at the thought of how it must feel to be
questioned and unable to prove your truthfulness. “So, we’re back to that
again,” Neenja said. “Zoem is a liability, no matter what she says or does.”


“It’s not like we’re not grateful that she saved Korrian,” Adina
said gently. “We’re not taking that away from her.”


“That’s utter nonsense,” Neenja said hotly. She was about to say
something more, when Zoem placed a hand on hers.


“Neenja. It’s all right.” The sorrow in Zoem’s voice was evident.
“You can’t expect anyone to place blind trust in someone who has been in enemy
custody for so long. Add to that the substance in my cells—”


“We put trust in Pamas Seclan.” Neenja heard her own words strike
like whiplashes.


“Not until we had debriefed and examined her. And she wasn’t a
changer.” Tylio raised her hand. “Commander…Neenja.” Her voice softened. “Why
don’t we let Zoem tell us how the black garnet got into her system—and more
importantly, why it hasn’t killed her and everyone around her.”


Neenja knew better than to sneer at the president, yet she didn’t
rely on her own tone of voice, but merely nodded.


Zoem changed her posture, straightening her back. “When I was
held captive, I had blood drawn often. They gave me injections, and in the
beginning these injections made me violently ill. Because of that, I found I
could resist. It wasn’t an entirely deliberate thing, but the idea of throwing
up for hours, not to mention the headaches that came with it, made me so
unwilling to participate that I tensed up. After one of the sessions, I felt
extremely rigid and that something was happening inside me. After a few
moments, something foul-tasting filled my mouth, and I spit it out. It had the
same fluorescent green color as the liquid in the vials they infused me with.
That’s how I figured out how to get rid of whatever it was.”


“Amazing.” Adina made notes on her tablet. 


“At one of the sites where I was held, a laboratory of some sort,
something was going on in some abandoned mines that caused the staff to wear
protective gear. I was kept next door to one of the rooms near the labs.” Zoem
gripped her elbows, and Neenja saw how she shivered. Not hesitating, she placed
an arm behind Zoem, in case she needed the support. “My hearing has always been
excellent, and I heard workers talk about black garnet. I was around fourteen,
I think? I had no idea about any color garnet. But when they spoke of it being
the ultimate weapon, I thought of using it as a weapon of sorts—to escape. To
get back to my mother…my family.”


“Go on, Zoem. How did you manage to get into the lab?” Tylio
asked.


“I didn’t.” Zoem rested back against Neenja’s arm. “After a
while, I realized that the visions I had meant I could distinguish between
different particles in the lab sharing a wall with me. The wall was made from
transparent metal alloys in several layers. The laboratory was void of oxygen,
and you could get in there only by passing through four sluice rooms.” 


Reaching for some water, Zoem sipped it before continuing. “It
wouldn’t have been possible for me to escape or to go through those rooms
completely unnoticed. So I sliced my scalp open, only a centimeter or so, and
pressed that part of my head to the wall. Then I singled out the black garnet,
which I realized had to be kept in an anaerobic atmosphere, as there was no
oxygen in the lab. I pulled some of the particles in there through the several
layers of walls and their empty, oxygen-free, voids. Only a few at a time, I
directed them into my cells before they reached an oxygenized environment.”


“Creator of…” Briar whispered. “No wonder the Nestrocalder wanted
you. It must’ve sensed your potential power—what you might be able to do.”


“Yes.” Zoem drank again. “So, in a sense, it wasn’t hard for me
to reverse the way I had resisted the substance in the green vials. I pulled
the particles in, stored them in my cells, and must’ve been good at hiding them
since nobody found out, no matter how much blood they drew or how often they
scanned me.”


“That both makes sense and is an amazing, unprecedented ability.”
Adina tapped fast at her tablet. “But it doesn’t explain how the black garnet
could stay in your body and not react to the oxygen carried in your red blood
cells or, worse, come into contact with the oxygen in your lungs.”


“I can’t explain that either,” Zoem said, shrugging helplessly.
“If you scan me, I can do my best to not resist anything invasive, and perhaps
you can figure it out?”


“Yes. We’re going to have to run a multitude of tests now when we
know of the black garnet.” Adina stood and walked over to her desk. “I’ll be
the engineer in charge, at least until Korrian is back on her feet and able to
work.” She frowned as she pulled up the computer screen and docked her tablet
to it. “The most reliable way to do this is in a laboratory setting, but I’m not
prepared to put Zoem through any more of that.”


Neenja relaxed marginally. This was the Adina she had gotten to
know, the one for whom not everything was about the mechanical or scientific
side of it all.


“Instead, I think we need to isolate Zoem, together with some
reliable—”


“No.” Zoem stood. “You’re approaching this from the wrong angle.”


“What do you mean?” Tylio asked.


Walking over to the window, Zoem stood there in silence for a few
moments. “The Nestrocalder used me and four others to try to clone us. That
would suggest that the other four were changers as well, or had other traits
the creature considered useful. Thanks to your teams, its plans were thwarted,
and none of the clones survived. Am I right?” she asked, her back still turned
to them.


“Yes. As far as we could surmise, there were no other accessible
tunnels into that mountain,” Adina said. “Even so, without their canisters, or
pods, the clones were too immature to be viable.” She looked ill at ease and
exchanged glances with Briar and Caya. “Witness accounts confirmed this fact.”


“All right.” Zoem turned to face them, and her green eyes gleamed
as if filled with tears, but she wasn’t crying. “So, among the five templates,
I’m the only one alive. That makes me valuable to the Nestrocalder. It wants me
to do something, provide it with something or prevent something. I suggest you
use me as bait and draw the creature out. When it’s out of hiding, we can kill
it.” 


Neenja shuddered at Zoem’s matter-of-fact tone. Fragile-looking
and nearly transparent in the stark sunlight, her hair ran like a wavy river of
copper down her back.


“You have to understand that we cannot let the Nestrocalder
anywhere near you. If it manages to gain control of you, or your gifts, that
can be the end of the Exodus mission.” Tylio joined Zoem and looked into her
eyes, and she stood still for a moment. “It’s a dangerous plan.”


“And we have no way of knowing if we can keep you safe.” Neenja
joined Tylio. Gazing into Zoem’s shimmering eyes, Neenja tried to decipher the
enigmatic expression in them. Then it dawned on her. “Oh, Creator of all things
that are good and right. You can’t be serious.”


“It’s the only way. Our people deserve nothing but the best
chance, Neenja,” Zoem said softly.


“Oh.” Tylio lowered her hand and took a step back. “You can’t be
serious, Zoem.”


“What are you talking about?” Caya stood and came up to them.
“Zoem?”


“I know only too well what she means,” Neenja said, her chest
filling with fire.


“Neenja. We’ve talked about this, even before I regained these memories.
I’ve known all along it may come to this,” Zoem said, smiling so calmly now
that Neenja could hardly breathe. 


“We can come up with something else, something that can keep our
people safe and still…still…” Her throat clenching shut, Neenja wanted to shake
some sense into Zoem. “My orders are to keep you safe and out of harm’s way.
Self-sacrifice isn’t the only option!”


“She means it,” Briar said gently, and Neenja saw that she had
placed a hand on Zoem’s arm. “I don’t agree with her decision, but she means
it.”


Adina rounded her desk. “You guys are talking in riddles. Fill me
in, please.”


Zoem turned to face Adina. “It’s a very logical plan, Commander
Vantressa. Using me as bait to save our fellow Gemoconians is the only thing
left to do. And to make sure the Nestrocalder dies, I must do it. Only then can
we be sure our joint effort will have the desired effect.”


“What? How?” Adina folded her arms over her chest. 


“Oh, Commander.” Smiling tremulously, Zoem ran curled, shaking
fingers down first Briar’s and then Caya’s cheeks. “My system is chock full of
black garnet. I want you to invent something that can protect the planet before
I detonate while in his grasp.”


Briar whimpered and sagged against Adina. She was now holding on
to Zoem so hard the skin around her fingers whitened. “No. Oh, no.” She looked
at Adina. 


Neenja had already guessed, though not in detail, what Zoem had
decided. But when had Zoem come full circle with this horrible solution? When,
during everything they had been through together, had Zoem reexamined the idea
of sacrificing herself for the Gemoconian people? Earlier, Zoem had thought
she’d be able to ward off the creature by taking herself out of the equation.
Now, it was even worse, as Zoem intended to go out in flames—literally.


Numb, Neenja had to sit down on the armrest of the couch. She had
endured painful times in her life, but nothing had ever caused her as much pain
as Zoem’s decision.


Chapter Nineteen

 

 

 


“If it wasn’t for all the security measures, this place
would be truly idyllic.” Zoem glanced around them, where they stood with a
forest surrounding them on three sides and vast plains running east all the way
to the distant chain of mountains. 


Neenja snorted. “I’ll say.” She put down their bags on the gravel
path leading up to the log cabin Zoem had learned she had been building on ever
since the Pathfinder
arrived at Gemocon.


A large forestry machine sat at the edge of the wood. Zoem knew
what it was only because she had seen some like it in action on Oconodos when
the people holding her hostage were adding to their jungle compounds. Lasers
would cut the trees down and strip off the bark, and the machine would either
make planks or lift entire trunks into place. 


“It’s amazing that you’ve worked that machine so much in such a
short time.” Zoem motioned toward the cabin, which was larger than she had
anticipated, but still small compared to some of the new structures on Gemocon.



“I find building something rather cathartic,” Neenja said. “Once
you get into a routine, it is good for the brain. I’ve solved a lot of issues
while cutting down trees and working on my blueprints.”


“Issues such as how to deal with me,” Zoem said, unhappy that
she’d ever caused trouble for anyone, let alone Neenja.


“Sometimes. But I do confess, since you started communicating, I
haven’t even been here. Good thing that my subordinates thought of sending food
with us, since what I have in there is bound to have expired.”


Zoem didn’t like the fact that she’d kept Neenja from staying at
her house either, but it was the reality they lived in right now. They all made
sacrifices, and hers would be massive: logical, necessary, and vital. She
wiggled her shoulders, trying to shake the somber thoughts from her system.
Four days had gone by since the meeting when they’d put on the cuffs and she’d
had to let them know her plan to deal with the Nestrocalder terrorist threat.


“It’s getting dark,” Neenja said quickly, perhaps thinking of the
same thing.


It hadn’t taken Zoem more than a minute to realize that Neenja
was not dealing well with the inevitable outcome of her plan. It took a lot of
energy to act casual, but no doubt it was even more difficult for Neenja. Zoem
could only try to imagine how she would panic if the situation were reversed.


Zoem wasn’t a telepath, let alone an oracle, but she could sense
Neenja’s wild inner protests. Once everyone in Adina’s office had calmed down,
Neenja had pulled herself together, and Zoem couldn’t feel the rampaging
emotions rolling in waves from her like she had only moments ago.


Now as they walked up the path to the log cabin, Neenja seemed
collected and very professional. If Zoem hadn’t gotten to know Neenja, she
would have figured something else was causing the slight tic in the outer
corner of her left eye and her thinly pressed lips, perhaps something that had
nothing to do with her. But Zoem wasn’t that ignorant, or naive, anymore. 


Somewhere inside Neenja, a voice was obviously screaming at the
top of its lungs. She could feel it acutely but wasn’t sure how. Guilt, that horrible,
soul-corroding guilt she had carried for indirectly causing so much damage,
injury, and death, also included hurting the woman who now welcomed Zoem into
her home, planning to keep her safe and far away from any malevolent changers.


Inside the log cabin, Zoem could tell Neenja had put a lot of
thought into what ambiance she wanted to create. The color scheme was neutral
and soothing. Wood and metal were clearly her favorite materials. Zoem relaxed,
knowing she couldn’t have chosen any better herself. “We have the same taste, I
think.” She smiled with sudden shyness at Neenja, realizing they were alone
together for the first time in a while. Glancing outside, she saw the agents
and security personnel had put up portable habitats at the perimeter.


“We do?” Neenja returned the smile as she pulled one of the bags
over to the food-storage unit. She tossed out some containers with a wry grin.
“At least these didn’t get a chance to walk out on their own. The mold
situation is under control.”


“What a relief. And yes, we do. I like the neutral colors and all
the wood, which smells amazing. Not like the jungle, which has a rather thick,
sweet scent that really gets old after a while. But fresh and crisp.” Zoem
inhaled and hummed at the scent once again.


“Do look around. It’s not big, but I’ve worked hard on the
blueprints, and Adina figured out all the tech solutions.” Neenja literally
shooed Zoem away by flicking her hands at her. “I’ll get some soup going in the
meantime.”


“Sounds delightful.” Zoem walked across the combined kitchen and
living area, curious about the doors at the far end. One led to a bathroom
boasting a waste unit, a shower, and a combined washing and recycling unit. The
other door opened to a bedroom with a double bed, two side tables, and a built-in
shelf along the entire wall opposite the foot of the bed. Panoramic windows
showed the forest, and as it was growing dark, the skylight would soon display
celestial bodies of different kinds.


A swooshing noise could be heard, but then it was quiet. It had
to be the three hovercars being parked and turned off. 


Another bedroom, located next to the front door, held a slightly
smaller bed, but with the same side tables and shelves. A guest room, no doubt.


“I’ll take this smaller bed.” Neenja suddenly appeared at Zoem’s
side, startling her. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to sneak up on you.”


“Must be your military training. You are very fast, strong, and quiet.” Zoem tipped her
head back. “What do you mean, you’ll take this room? This has to be the guest
room, right?”


“Yes, in theory—”


“But the other bedroom is clearly yours and has all your things.”


“I can’t let you sleep in here. The house is safe, but the mere
idea that you’re so near the door doesn’t sit well with me.”


“That doesn’t make sense. If you have your way, I’ll be all the
way over there. Same distance. And there’s a window.” Zoem hoped she would be
able to talk some sense into Neenja. She felt guilty enough as it was, without
taking Neenja’s double bed.


“You have a point. Well, half a point.” Neenja tugged the
fastening from her ponytail and rubbed her neck. Matte-black hair tumbled down
around her shoulders.


“Half?”


“The windows in my bedrooms have safety shutters that close if
the alarm is triggered.” Neenja shrugged.


“And the front door isn’t equipped the same way?”


“Well, yes, of course—” Neenja stopped talking as if she’d just
realized she’d walked into a trap. “Clever.”


“Yes, I am.” Lowering her eyes, Zoem studied the tips of her
off-white boots. “Unless you would think of it as a blatant intrusion on your
privacy, I have a compromise in mind. I mean, more than we’ve already invaded
it.”


Neenja placed a curled index finger under Zoem’s chin and gently
made her face her. “You couldn’t be too invasive if you tried. What’s your
suggestion?”


Zoem’s cheeks grew hot. “I’d feel a lot safer if I didn’t have to
be alone in any room.” 


Neenja seemed to stop breathing for a few seconds. Then her
features softened, and her expression turned into something new. Zoem had never
seen Neenja look like that—tender, understanding, and caring—all at once. “I
think it’s a great idea for us to share a room. That way I can protect you, and
I don’t have to worry about you and check in on you every half hour.”


“Half hour? You wouldn’t get any sleep. That’s torturous!” Zoem
gasped. Then she saw the slight sparkle in Neenja’s eyes. “Oh, you.” She shook
her head, but it felt so good to laugh. Who could have guessed that Neenja had
a facetious streak and could look so mischievous? 


A muted ping interrupted them.


“Soup’s done. Why don’t we eat, and then we can check in with the
others and work on our strategies?” Neenja motioned toward the dining table.
“Go sit down. I’ll bring it over.”


Too stunned at how easily, far too easily, Neenja had accepted
sharing her room, and, oh, Creator, her bed, Zoem sat down on one of the tall
chairs. It wasn’t strange at all that the idea of sharing Neenja’s bed seemed
bittersweet. Zoem would glimpse a bit of closeness and perceived intimacy, but
it was only temporary, in the harshest interpretation of the word. 


Soon she would go up against the creature that had stolen her
from her family, that had tried to make an army of clones of her genetic
makeup. She would have to leave Neenja behind, along with the other people who
had befriended her. 


“Are you all right?” Neenja sounded worried as she placed the pot
of vegetable soup on the table. She fetched bowls, spoons, and two bottles of
water. “You look pale.”


“I’m—I’m fine. Just so much to think about.”


After sitting down, Neenja served the soup. They began eating in
silence, but after a few minutes, Neenja put her spoon down. “Why aren’t you
prepared to discuss any other option than sacrificing yourself?”


Calm now, Zoem took another spoonful of the soup before she
answered. “Because this is my role. The Nestrocalder picked me to use for the
Creator knows what, but mainly as the template for an army. You and the rest of
the force put a stop to that—and now it’s up to me. This is why I was inspired
to absorb the black garnet, even if I didn’t realize it at the time. It’s the
only thing that makes sense.” It was hard to explain her decision to someone
else. “I’m honored to be part of what needs to happen for the Gemoconians to be
safe, finally.”


“And for those of us who have grown to care for you?” Neenja didn’t
sound resentful, but her emotions appeared only skin-deep.


“I know you care.” Zoem lowered her eyes and stared into the
soup. Small circles kept rippling along its surface, and it took her a few
seconds to realize she was crying. “I…care also. I’ve never even tried to avoid
caring about you. The others, they feel like potential friends, they really do,
but you put your resentment aside even if I wasn’t your dream assignment,
exactly.” Lifting her gaze to Neenja, Zoem tried to blink away the tears that blurred
her vision.


“Don’t cry. If you cry, you’ll get me started, and trust me. I
don’t look as beautiful in tears as you do.” Neenja reached across the table
and placed her hand on Zoem’s. “I’m an idiot. I shouldn’t have made you think
about this.” She rubbed her thumb against the back of Zoem’s hand. 


“I think about it all the time anyway.” Wiping at her wet cheeks,
Zoem tried for a wry smile. “It’s kind of hard not to.” Neenja’s hand on hers
made her entire body tingle, which was surprising. It was a nice, if a bit
daunting, sensation. Zoem didn’t want it to stop.


“Of course.” Neenja finished her soup with her free hand and
motioned with her spoon toward Zoem to do the same. Once they’d emptied their
bowls and carried them to the kitchen recycler, Zoem stood in the center of the
floor, her arms folded around herself.


Neenja came up to her, placing gentle hands on her shoulder.
“Listen. I have some work to do on my tablet. Why don’t you get ready for bed,
and I can work next to you, if that won’t disturb you?”


So relieved she wanted to cry, Zoem nodded. “Yes. Please.”


“All right. You’ll find everything you need in the bathroom, and
your bag is over by the door. I’m going to contact Caya and get an update. As
far as I know, they might still be at work, but I should be able to find out
something.”


“Will you let me know if you do?” Zoem fetched her bag.


“Absolutely.” Neenja caressed Zoem’s cheek with quick fingers.
“I’ll just step outside and get a report from the lead agent there. The door
will be locked behind me, so you can feel safe.”


“I do. I mean, I will.” Feeling her cheeks warm with color and
the residual sensation from Neenja’s touch, Zoem hurried to the bathroom. She
programmed the shower stall and couldn’t help but compare how long she’d had to
go between any chances of washing her body, let alone her clothes, when she was
a captive. Ever since she’d arrived at the hospital, she’d reveled in taking
showers and baths. It was such a simple pleasure, and she would take advantage
of it until her last day.


Thinking about how soon that day would come made her stomach
clench, but Zoem quickly pulled off her clothes and stepped under the water
spraying from the ceiling. This evening, and the upcoming night, she would
exist only in the present. Soon enough she would face off against the creature
that in a way had helped create her, not knowing its creation would become the
malevolent changers’ undoing.


Chapter Twenty

 

 

 


Thea closed her computer and pinched the bridge of her nose.
Her study in their residential area was a lovely room, the color scheme of
powder-blue, off-white, and charcoal absolutely to her taste. Still, right now,
she couldn’t appreciate it like she normally did while finishing the business
of the day. 


Small mood lights lit the corners and shelves, making the room
downright cozy, and the sight of Caya sitting in her meditative pose on the
couch at the opposite wall, her orb humming just above her head, were the only
reason Thea didn’t bolt from the room.


“Caya?” she murmured, not wanting to jar her wife and potentially
cause her to drop the orb on her head. Caya always insisted this was
impossible, as the orb would never harm her. Thea wasn’t entirely sure about
that.


“Yes?” Caya smiled, but her eyes were still closed, and the orb
still hummed. It never sent out sparks when Caya was meditating, which was a
good thing, as Thea would have feared the presidential palace going up in
flames.


“I’m finished for today. Or, I’m not, but I can’t bear to look at
the damn screen anymore.” Thea stood, placing her palms at her hips and
stretching. Grimacing at the pain in her lower back and her trapezius muscles,
she watched in fascination how the orb slowed down and changed color from soft
orange to dull taupe.


“Then I suggest we go to bed. Or are you hungry?” Caya opened her
eyes and pulled the orb down and into the ornamented casing next to her. She
stood and walked over to a large metal cabinet, where she pressed her palm. The
door swung open, and she placed the case inside. Closing the door, she tossed
her long, blond hair over her shoulder and joined Thea behind the desk. 


“I’m not hungry, exactly. I think I want a nutri-drink, that’s
all. You?” Thea pulled Caya close. 


“Nutri-drinks sound good. Perhaps a berry-flavored one.”


“Or Gemosian coffee flavor.” Thea kissed Caya’s soft, pink lips.
“And then bed.”


“Oh, for sure.” Caya took Thea’s hand, and they walked to the
small kitchen they used when not placing orders with the central kitchen on the
first floor of the palace. A chef was always on call, but Thea was wary of
asking her subordinates for something she could easily get for herself. Plus,
it limited the number of staff present in their private quarters.


The kitchen was fully stocked, and the recycler and food
dispenser were ready to create meals and deal with dirty dishes. Caya, brought
up in a traditionalist home, was often still in awe of the various
technologies. Now, Thea programmed two nutri-drinks, and they carried the mugs
with them toward the bedroom.


“How tired are you?” Caya asked, sounding far too casual.


“Tired, but not exhausted,” Thea said cautiously. “Why?” It
didn’t sound as if Caya was asking about her level of fatigue with a night of
lovemaking in mind.


“Something has been on my mind lately.” Caya stopped inside the
door of their bedroom. “Computer. Lights on at thirty percent.”


More mood lights went on and created a soft, soothing ambiance.
Thea didn’t pressure Caya to continue, but a knot in the pit of her stomach
tightened. She pulled off her white caftan and hung it on the side of her closet
where the clothes that needed recycling, or washing the old-fashioned way,
belonged.


“Don’t get all upset, please,” Caya said and began undressing.
She sipped her nutri-drink and opened a drawer to find some of her beloved old
shirts. Caya called them ugly comfort clothes. Thea called them sexy as hell.


“I’ll try. Please don’t keep me in suspense. You’re starting to
worry me.” Thea slid a nightgown from her drawer. As stylish as Caya’s was
threadbare, the pale-blue silk nightgown slipped over her naked skin as she put
it on.


“No need to worry. Not at all. Just me thinking, you know?” Caya
tugged on her old shirt and drank some more.


Thea had completely lost what little appetite she’d had. Instead,
she sat down on the foot of their large bed and patted on the spot next to her.
“Please.”


“All right.” Caya placed the nutri-drink on a dresser and then
joined Thea. “We never really talked about this, as we’ve been dealing with one
disaster after another. Risked our lives, saved the Gemoconians, and, in your
case, run this new world.”


Thea waited with what little patience she had left and struggled
not to hurry Caya.


“I want children.” Caya’s lips trembled, and she quickly covered
her mouth with her hand. “Or a
child.” She lowered her hand and stared at it, refusing to meet Thea’s gaze.
“So. Yes.” She shrugged.


“You want to have children, or one child—with me?” Thea spoke
slowly. 


“Yes. In fact, I want the ones I promised to find when we came to
Gemocon, and then one with you.”


“What do you mean, the ones you promised to find?” Thea was
slowly unclenching her fingers. “You need to start from the beginning, because
I’m lost.” She was secretly exhaling, as her insecurities had woken up because
she suspected that Caya somehow had realized she’d made a mistake with her. But
that didn’t seem to be the case, so Thea was able to reel herself in.


“Remember I told you about the two kids we helped when the
Alachleves were attacking Pathfinder.
The little girl wasn’t breathing, and we worked on her until we could get her
to a clinic. Miron, her older brother, told us they’d just lost their only
parent and that they had nobody else. I promised them that when everything had
calmed down, I’d come find them. And I haven’t. It has been so much, so crazy,
and so many people have needed me, and I have no idea where to start looking.
I’ve tried to meditate about it, scan the entire damn planet in my mind…”
Caya’s tears began to run down her cheeks.


“Darling.” Thea couldn’t bear to see Caya so distraught. She
pulled her into her arms and rocked her gently. “You’re right. It’s been a lot.
And yes, it has been crazy, to say the least.” Kissing the top of Caya’s head,
her temple, the tip of her nose, and then Caya’s willing mouth, Thea wanted
nothing more than to remove the sadness from Caya’s eyes. “We’ll find them.”


“Yes?”


“Yes.” Thea wasn’t sure how they would look for two children
among more than two million citizens, but she would make it happen. “And what
about the third child?”


“I’m not sure. No, that’s not true. I am. I’m sure. I want to
have a child with you, once the situation with the Nestrocalder and the
malevolent changers is resolved.” Caya’s eyes were like huge, transparent wells
now. It was these remarkable eyes that had drawn Thea in the first time she saw
Caya when Pathfinder
had just started its voyage. Briar had just saved Korrian’s life during a
white-garnet terrorist attack, and when Thea had visited the brave woman,
Briar’s younger sister, Caya, had taken her breath away.


And now, Caya, the woman in her arms who was her whole life,
wanted to have a child. With her. Thea hadn’t contemplated procreation in a
very long time. When she hadn’t conceived with her former husband, she’d
accepted that motherhood wouldn’t be part of her future. Married to a woman,
she knew the technology existed to help them have a child together, but it
still hadn’t dawned on her, probably because, as Caya said, it had been a crazy
existence aboard Pathfinder
and still was on Gemocon.


“Thea?” Caya whispered. “You’re not talking.” 


“Sorry, darling. My thoughts ran away with me.” Thea kissed Caya
lightly. “When you mentioned children, and a baby, I…it was as if you
kickstarted something in me. I can’t explain it.” Thea pushed the long masses
of blond hair from Caya’s face and brushed away the remnants of tears from her
cheeks. “To be honest, I never dared to dream about children, since my first
marriage turned out to be such a disaster. I think Hadler made sure we didn’t
have any. He could never abide not being number one, no matter the
circumstances. A blessing, in retrospect.” Thea couldn’t let go of Caya, merely
held her close and hid her face in the long hair. “I love you, Caya. You know
that.”


“Yes. I do.” Caya’s voice shook.


“I would never have guessed, not really, that you’d want a child
with me.”


“I do. But I understand if it’s too much of a risk, a gamble, all
things considered.” Caya pulled back and peered into Thea’s eyes. Now her aqua
eyes were opaque, her emotions barely filtering through.


“Risk?” Thea frowned.


“Yes.” Caya waited but then continued when Thea didn’t respond.
“I’m a changer. My sister is a changer. Who knows which of my parents carried
the gene—or both? That gene is clearly very dominant in my family. The risk, or
chance, depending how you look at it, that a child of mine, or ours, might be a
changer is great.”


Relaxing, Thea freed a hand and gently caressed Caya’s cheek.
“Darling, if you want to have a child with me, I couldn’t be happier. We both
know there’s too much in the balance right now, but after we deal with the
immediate threat, we should talk to the experts that can make it happen. And we
must start tracking down—Rhosee and Miron, wasn’t it?—right away. We can’t risk
the possibility that they’re not faring well just because we’re facing down our
enemy.”


“Thea!” Caya hugged Thea so tight, it almost hurt, but she wasn’t
complaining. “I love you so, so much. Are you sure? Really sure? About all of
it?”


“All of it. And feel free to scan me.” Thea laughed and blinked
at the small tears at the corners of her eyes. 


“No. I don’t have to scan you. I never do. I can still tell.”
Glowing now, Caya looked like she was lit from within. Even her hair seemed to
change into silver, which was of course impossible, but to Thea, this woman,
this absolute wonder
of a woman, was otherworldly beautiful.


“A baby. Children.” Thea murmured the words. She could never have
guessed as they had never brought up the subject. 


They sat together on the foot of the bed until Caya began to
shiver. After they hurried through their evening routine and crawled into bed,
they curled up together in the center of it. As always, Thea had a moment when
she gave thanks to the Creator for allowing her to find and love Caya—and for
making it possible for Caya to love her back.


Caya fell asleep instantly, but Thea reveled in holding her close
a little while before she let sleep claim her. As Thea closed her eyes, her
mind filled with rapid, flickering images of a young boy and a little girl
playing on a lawn. A thin curtain moved in the wind, and she glimpsed tiny hands
and feet moving above the edge of a basket. Realizing that she was seeing parts
of Caya’s dream, she allowed sleep to come.


Chapter Twenty-one

 

 

 


Zoem found it impossible to fall asleep. She felt Neenja
shift next to her in the large bed and tap on her tablet. The scent of the
fresh-smelling soap from Neenja’s shower that lingered around them was
irresistible. To be allowed this sensation after so many years of living in
dirt and grime made every cell in her body tingle. 


“I can hear your thoughts all the way from here,” Neenja said, a
smile in her voice.


“You can?” Pushing herself up on her elbow, Zoem regarded Neenja,
who looked stunning, her matte-black hair falling like a  black storm cloud
around Neenja’s shoulders, the white tank top contrasting against her tawny
skin. Unabashed, Zoem studied the sinewy, muscular frame of the woman she cared
so much for, not skipping anything. The outline of the small breasts, the flat
and defined abdominal muscles, and the strong legs—everything that made Neenja
who she was, physically. No wonder Neenja could lift Zoem as if she were
weightless and carry her several flights of stairs.


“You’re staring,” Neenja said calmly, but something breathless
still lurked behind her words.


“I can’t help it.” Zoem wasn’t even embarrassed that her greedy
eyes roamed every centimeter of Neenja’s body. “You’re so beautiful.”


Snorting, Neenja shook her head. She pressed a sensor on the side
of her tablet, shut it off, and put it on the nightstand. “That’s sweet of you,
but I know for a fact this isn’t true.”


Blinking, Zoem sat up fully. “I know what beauty looks like.”


“And what, dare I ask, does it look like?” Pushing up farther
against the pillows resting on the headboard, Neenja frowned.


“You know as well as I do that it’s very subjective. What I find
beautiful, desirable, or the opposite, repelling or reprehensible, only exists
in my head, or in my heart, as poets insist. I must admit I fail to see how an
emotion can exist within muscular tissue. But I don’t debate that strong emotions
can have a direct effect on the heart when it comes to the heart rate or the
blood pressure.”


“So, if I understand this correctly, your subjective opinion is
that you find me pleasing to the eyes?” Tilting her head, Neenja pursed her
lips. “That doesn’t exactly make your statement easier for me to believe.”


“Because someone once told you that you weren’t pretty or
beautiful?” Zoem turned and slid closer. Placing her left palm on Neenja’s
shin, she stroked it gently. “Beauty isn’t just about favorable physical
features—I don’t have to tell you that. Attraction has very little to do with
beauty. You have to agree that people have very different, individual tastes
when it comes to what they find pleasing.”


“Sure.” Neenja pulled her knees up against her chest. “You’re a
stunning woman, and I think you’d be hard pressed to find someone who didn’t
think that.”


“Most people would perhaps think so initially, but once they
learn I’m a changer of questionable character and unreliable attitude toward
humanoids…they would find me ugly in a heartbeat.” Shrugging, Zoem wanted to
show she couldn’t care less about that reaction at this point. “Do you find me
to be a person you could see yourself, um, indulging in a physical relationship
with? I mean, if things weren’t looking so dire.”


“Dire or perfect, you’re the type of person I find irresistible.
I would indulge until you grew tired of me.” Neenja rested her cheek against
her knees, her face toward Zoem. 


Zoem’s breath caught. “Are you saying you’d be interested in
some…closeness? Tonight?” Damn it, she’d almost said something a lot cruder
than “closeness.” The vulgar people in charge of keeping her locked up had
completely influenced her vocabulary regarding sex. But they hadn’t violated
her physically because of the interest the Nestrocalder took in her. If she had
been one of their average prisoners, she would certainly have been sexually
abused.


“I’d jump you this instant if I didn’t feel I would be betraying
a trust. You’re here, under my protection, after all.” Neenja straightened and
kept her fingers laced around her bent legs.


“But I’m the one asking.” Zoem placed a hand on top of Neenja’s.
“And if anyone is taking advantage, it’s me. To be honest, you have every
reason to feel used.”


“How do you mean?” Turning one of her hands around, Neenja took
Zoem’s hand in hers and held it there.


“I’ve already hurt you by choosing to walk the path laid out for
me, by taking on the Nestrocalder. You resent it as you feel it’s a mission I
won’t come home from—and rightfully so. And here I’m suggesting that we indulge
in physical pleasure with no chance of it going anywhere beyond this one
night.” Zoem smiled carefully.


Neenja tugged at Zoem’s hand, pulling her into a fierce embrace.
“I should be noble and let you be. But I can’t.”


“Then don’t.” Zoem freed her hand and wrapped her arms around
Neenja’s neck. The wiry muscles rippled under Neenja’s skin as she pressed
against Zoem. “I want you very much.”


“Sweet Creator…” Neenja rolled them over until she was lying on
top of Zoem.


Clinging to Neenja’s neck, Zoem wrapped her legs around Neenja’s
waist. She was wearing only thin panties under the sleep shirt and responded in
a feverish way that was completely new. Growing damp between her legs, no, wet, made her
self-aware, but if Neenja found it odd, she didn’t let on. In fact, she moaned
as she kissed her way up Zoem’s neck, open-mouth kisses that scorched Zoem’s
skin but didn’t actually injure it.


 


***


 


Neenja refused to fall back on her usual method of operation and
decline something just because a voice in the back of her head claimed it would
be the honorable thing to do. If she had only this one chance to make love with
Zoem, she was damn well going to. 


Under her, Zoem whimpered and closed her eyes. Beads of sweat
formed at her temples and along her slender neck. Hungry for the curvy, full
lips before her, Neenja kissed Zoem. Whatever she had expected to feel as their
lips met, this wasn’t it. Where she had expected shy softness, Neenja found a
passion that matched her own, second for second, touch for touch. Their tongues
met, tangled, tasted, and the interplay was so intoxicating, Neenja groaned
into Zoem’s mouth. 


“Zoem…” Neenja whimpered into Zoem’s mouth. She lost all track of
time as they kissed over and over. Zoem soon nipped at Neenja’s lower lip, only
to soothe it with the tip of her tongue moments later. 


Not sure how she managed it, Neenja pulled their sleepwear off,
leaving them naked, damp, and so greedy for each other, she guessed they’d end
up bruised and exhausted.


“I want you, Neenja,” Zoem whispered, her eyes now holding that
mix of gold and green that Neenja had seen a few times before. She shifted
restlessly and rubbed her legs up and down Neenja’s, her hips rolling in long,
shuddering movements. “Please.”


The entire bed was trembling, and as Neenja pushed a hand between
them, Zoem arched and cried out. Pulling her knees farther apart, Zoem nearly
tossed Neenja off her while trying to get closer.


Finding the hot, slick folds between Zoem’s legs, Neenja told
herself this was a woman who had been mistreated for so many years and that she
had to be careful. As it turned out, Zoem would have none of that.


“I won’t break,” Zoem gasped in Neenja’s ears. “Touch me.”


Neenja found Zoem’s engorged clitoris and rubbed in firm circles,
using her thumb. “Like this?”


“Yes!” Sobbing, Zoem bucked against Neenja’s hand. “More. I want
more. I want all of you.”


“Creator…” Neenja positioned two fingers at Zoem’s opening. 


Squirming, Zoem rolled her hips. “Go inside. I need that…the
feeling of you, inside. Like being one.” The way Zoem spoke made Neenja shiver,
and when they rolled onto their sides, tangled together, Zoem’s right leg moved
in between Neenja’s and pressed relentlessly against her. Rubbing against it,
Neenja broke out into a full-body sweat at how the pressure of Zoem’s slick
thigh seared all her nerve endings. She pushed her middle finger into Zoem,
wanting her to feel the same almost unbearable pleasure. Nibbling at Zoem’s
neck, Neenja then bit the soft skin gently, wanting to put her mark on Zoem,
perhaps even punish Zoem for wanting to abandon her to take on the most
dangerous of creatures.


Zoem undulated against Neenja’s finger. “I want more. More
fingers. More of you, Neenja,” Zoem gasped into her ear. 


Only able to nod, Neenja added her ring finger and gently
reentered Zoem. So tight around her fingers, Zoem squeezed her hard and began
to pulsate, first a flutter, but then in long, deep convulsions. She cried out,
a wordless, mewling sound that ended in a series of whimpers as the tremors
came and went repeatedly.


“That’s it,” Neenja hummed as she rubbed against Zoem. “I think
you can come again. I really think you can.”


“Neenja,” Zoem said with tears in her voice. “I’m…I don’t know
how…”


“But you do. Just like before…let go. Remember, I have you.”
Neenja pressed the pad of her thumb against Zoem’s clitoris and curled her
fingers, finding that spot with a different texture that could make Zoem’s
impending orgasm even better. 


Bucking relentlessly, Zoem pressed her thigh up hard against
Neenja, who rode it in long, forceful movements. Slick with wetness and sweat,
Zoem’s leg created such pleasure that a completely new set of multicolored sparkles
erupted behind Neenja’s eyelids.


Neenja clung to Zoem, afraid to let go of her, the first lover
she’d had since the Exodus mission had commenced. Opening her eyes, she stared
into the flames flickering in Zoem’s irises. Only then did Neenja realize they
were hovering at least half a meter above the bed. 


She held on harder to Zoem and laughed breathlessly. “You’re full
of surprises.” Neenja didn’t ask how Zoem was doing this and how it had
happened. She suspected Zoem had little to no control over this talent yet.
Deciding to simply revel in the sensation of floating, Neenja took Zoem’s hand
and pushed it in between them. “Touch me?”


“Oh, yes.” Zoem mimicked the way Neenja was renewing their
caresses. 


As Neenja began thrusting faster into Zoem, Zoem did the same,
sliding easily into Neenja as the wetness made the motion effortless.


It didn’t take them long to revisit the burning desire. It
bordered on pain, but never had she felt such pleasure.


Eventually they sank back toward the bed, arms still locked
firmly around each other. Neenja nuzzled Zoem’s cheek, down her neck, and onto
her chest, where she realized she, in her all-over-shadowing arousal, had
overlooked the stunning, pink-tipped breasts. Cupping them, Neenja closed her
lips around first one and then the other. 


Zoem gasped and arched nearly off the bed again. “Yes. Yes, yes.”
She shoved the fingers of her free hand into Neenja’s hair and tugged her
closer. Her other hand, with several fingers still buried in Neenja, began
thrusting again.


Neenja cried out around one of Zoem’s hard nipples, feeling yet
another orgasm begin to build. Not about to let go of the woman she adored
until she had to, Neenja knew it was going to be a long night. 


Chapter Twenty-two

 

 

 


It was time.


Zoem stood by the bed, dressed and
wearing a small backpack, and watched Neenja sleep as if she were drugged. Of
course she wasn’t. Zoem didn’t need any such measures to begin with, and even
if she had, she would never have betrayed Neenja that way. It didn’t escape
Zoem that she had betrayed the woman she had made such passionate, wild love
with. Several times, her orgasms had sent them soaring, at one point even
touching the ceiling.


Refusing to acknowledge how her heart was shattering, Zoem
avoided any further touch. Her soul screamed at her to bend and at least kiss
Neenja good-bye. Knowing full well that such a gesture would destroy her, and
thus jeopardize her mission, she turned and walked toward the front door.


The alarm system proved easy to bypass. She merely placed her hand
against the small dais and turned it off. When she stepped through the door and
out into the dark, she engaged the alarm after she closed the door behind her. 


Around the house, along the edge of the forest, habitats were
lined up, and guards sat or stood, some speaking in hushed tones. Nobody looked
at her, which proved that her ability to turn their minds worked. Mass hypnosis
wasn’t a gift she had ever considered or thought she might possess, but as it
turned out, her gifts appeared whenever she needed them. It hadn’t been like
that in the beginning, and Zoem could only surmise that it had to have
something to do with the Lindemay sisters and their powerful scans of her.
Perhaps they had triggered her own gifts?


Approaching one of the hovercars, Zoem opened the driver’s door.
She had no idea how to operate one but had to have faith in her ability to
figure it out instinctively. She removed the small backpack and climbed into
the vehicle. After she closed the door quietly, just to be safe, she gazed helplessly
at the instruments. A sensor next to the control levers seemed to vibrate, and
she pressed it. The hovercar sprang to life, humming as it rose half a meter
off the ground. She surmised that was the default level. Gripping the lever,
she pushed it forward a tiny bit, and the hovercar slid away from the habitat
and passed a man and a woman. They didn’t seem to notice her, but Zoem knew she
couldn’t rely on them remaining under mass hypnosis when she was adding to the
distance between them. She had thought about which route was the best to take
to avoid detection for as long as possible.


Pushing the lever forward and then to the right, she followed the
gravel road until she reached the larger transportation route. As the capital
was due south, she followed her instincts and pulled the lever to the east. The
plains leading up to the mountains would make it easier for her to speed close
to the ground, thus avoiding short-range scanners. She knew from what she had
read about Gemocon that hovercars didn’t do well in the mountains, but after
this one took her as close as possible, she would continue on foot and thus
become even harder to find.


Zoem wasn’t entirely sure how she knew the Nestrocalder was still
located in the mountains. It had taken her and four others there to create its
clone changer army, and after that plan had failed, she was sure it was licking
its wounds and using whatever means it had to come up with another one. Or
perhaps it was implementing backup plans already in existence.


She was a kilometer from the mountains when the hovercraft began
to move erratically. She put it down and disengaged the propulsion system.
Glancing around the seats, she found several sidearms, with a harness to go
with them. It couldn’t hurt to carry this type of protection as well, so she
quickly strapped the harness on and placed two sidearms in its holster.


Stepping out, she put on her backpack that held ration bars and
water. As she knew very little of the topography of the mountains, she couldn’t
entirely rely on finding water or edible plants. Perhaps she would find the
Nestrocalder right away, but it might also take days. Or weeks.


After tearing off some branches of low-growing shrubbery, she
covered the hovercar. The concealment wouldn’t fool a meticulous scan, but it
made the vehicle less visible from a distance and might buy her valuable time.
She was determined to carry out her self-imposed assignment, no matter how long
it took. The thought of someone innocent dying because she failed made her
nauseous.


Shaking off the hint of fear that coursed through her, Zoem began
walking toward the mountains. Once she felt how even the ground was, she began
to run at an even pace. She wasn’t in the best of shape yet, but she was at
least much better off than when she had arrived at the hospital. 


As she reached the foot of the first sharply defined mountain,
she stopped. A faint hum, much like how the hovercar had sounded, made her
crouch and look around without detecting anything that could explain it. Images
permeated her mind, singing through her brain like fire-dipped arrows. Fiery,
amber eyes, a black cloak, bony fingers. It was the creature, sending out this
noise as if casting a wide net. 


Zoem snorted wryly. Two could engage in this method. She stood
still, her arms bent and pressed together in front of her. She drew a deep
breath and found the same tone as the hum. She slowly increased the volume of
her voice, and then there was silence. Nobody was humming, but only a few
seconds later, she heard something else—a weak but piercing whistling sound.
Yes. No doubt about it. The Nestrocalder had sensed her and was now using what
had to be some damn changer version of a sonar.


Moving in between the mountains, Zoem found a natural path. Yes,
the Nestrocalder was searching for her, and she would make sure it found her.


 


***


 


“What do you mean, you didn’t see anything?” Neenja snarled at
the law-enforcement agent in charge outside. “She drove right past your entire
team in a fucking hovercar!” She motioned to the empty spot where the largest
of the vehicles had been parked the evening before.


“With all due respect, sir, Ms. Malderyn managed to leave the
house and reset the alarm without waking you up as well.”


Furious, mainly also because the man was right, Neenja barreled
into the habitat where the small command center was set up. Slapping a sensor
on the enhanced communication console, she barked, “KahSandra to President
Tylio, code 33bext22. Respond.”


“Commander?” Tylio’s voice replied. 


Neenja could hear the clattering of Tylio’s shoes and guessed the
president was on her way to one of her endless meetings. “Sir,” Neenja said,
“we have a problem.”


The footsteps stopped abruptly, and Neenja heard Caya’s voice.
“What’s wrong?”


“Zoem is missing. She’s gone. She stole a hovercar and left—and
we have no idea how long ago that was. I have deployed all locally available
resources to look for her and the vehicle.”


“Damn.” Tylio walked again, but only a few steps, and then a door
closed with a bang. “It’s just Caya and I here now. Can you tell me how the
hell Zoem can operate a hovercar suddenly? And where were the guards?” She
stopped talking for a moment. “Oh, Creator. Don’t tell me they’re all—”


“No, sir. They’re all present and accounted for. She didn’t hurt
anyone, but she must have used some of her gifts to bypass alarm systems and
maneuver the hovercar.”


“Of course,” Caya said slowly. “And somehow she’s blocking me
again because I can’t read anything about her. Let me step out and page my
sister.” More steps and the door closed again.


“This is bad, Commander,” Tylio said, her voice strained. 


“I’m sorry, sir. I take full respons—”


“No. We were all in agreement to keep her out of the city, and we
sent half an army with the two of you.” Her voice increasingly frustrated,
Tylio sighed. “She’s going after the creature, of course.”


“Yes.” Dread made Neenja dizzy for a sec, but she pushed through
it and squared her shoulders. “I’m taking the fastest of the hovercars to go
look for her.”


“That’s a futile attempt.” Tylio sighed. “If she’s able to block
Caya and perhaps even Briar at this distance, she won’t let you find her.”


“But—I have to.” Neenja couldn’t help the catch in her voice, but
she hoped Tylio hadn’t noticed.


“Are you all right? You said she didn’t hurt anyone? What about
you?” Tylio’s questions sounded like bursts from automatic firearms. Of course,
there was no fooling this woman.


“I’m fine, sir. It’s just—I’m worried. She isn’t as well equipped
physically as she thinks.”


There was a brief pause. “You care about her. I mean, really
care.” Tylio spoke quietly.


Why should she lie at this point? “Yes. I do. I believe it’s
mutual.” Or she’d thought so. Perhaps it had been a “I want to have sex before
we all die” kind of thing after all.


“Part of me wants to scold you, but the other part understands
completely. Falling in love with Caya wasn’t convenient at all. Still isn’t, on
occasion.”


That made sense. Caya was a changer and so was Zoem. 


“Hey. Briar can’t sense her at all.” Caya was back. “She thought
she did for a very short time, but some strange humming sound drowned her out. Damn.
Briar and I both tried so hard to find a trace of Zoem that I’m having problems
switching my gifts off. I’m seeing all kinds of images. Oh.”


“What?” Gripping the edge of the table holding the comm system,
Neenja closed her eyes. Had Caya seen something?


“I, um, saw you and Zoem, Neenja.” Caya sounded as if she was
blushing. “From last night.”


Shit! “Just try to unsee it. Please.” Neenja couldn’t even begin
to estimate how mortified she felt, and she had no time for such unimportant
emotions.


“But that’s actually good. When I see Zoem through your eyes, so
to speak, I’m feeling that hum. Think of her, Neenja. Hard.”


This was insanity, but Neenja knew better than to second-guess
the Seer. “All right.” It wasn’t hard at all. Images of Zoem in all kinds of
settings—hospital, park, presidential palace, the cabin—flooded her. Last
night. Oh, Creator, last night.


“East. The hum is coming from the east.” Caya gasped. “I have to
sit down a bit. You can think about anything you want now. This is as much as I
can manage.”


“I’m going to page you from the hovercar. I’ll drive east and see
if I can spot anything. You can track me via the beacon—” Neenja stopped
talking. “Wait.” She poked her head out of the habitat opening. “Sergeant
Eschler. Were all the beacons engaged on the hovercrafts when you parked them?”


“Yes,
sir.” Sergeant Eschler appeared relieved at having done something that didn’t
make Neenja look like she was ready to shoot him.


“See if both long- and short-range sensors can pick up and
identify all the vehicles, Sergeant. I’ll be on the portable in car four.”


“Yes, sir.” Eschler hurried over to the table holding the
scanning equipment, and Neenja grabbed one of the portable enhanced comm
systems that sat on a bench in the command-center habitat. She reconnected
quickly with Tylio and Caya as she ran toward hovercar four. Throwing herself
inside, she hooked up the portable to save on the power source. 


“I’m in the vehicle. My beacon’s on, and Sergeant Eschler is
using the scanner, trying to track the hovercar she took.” 


“All right. Good,” Caya said, her voice grave. “Be careful,
Neenja.”


“I’ll do my best.” Making sure her harness was locked in and
adjusted to the tightest setting, Neenja threw the lever to the side and
forward as far as it would go. As gravel stirred around her, she couldn’t help
but glance down at her cabin, her mind touching the memory of how she had let
her guard down with Zoem for one night of what had felt like love.


A growl emanated from her throat, and she tore her eyes from the
cabin and the bittersweet images. She was going to find Zoem and bring her
back—or die trying. 


Chapter Twenty-three

 

 

 


Darmiya held the door to the admiral’s hovercar open,
allowing Dael and Pamas to climb in before her. Having sat through two meetings
at the governmental building, Darmiya was glad to be able to finally show the
other two what she’d been up to. As they took their seats, Dael and Pamas in
the backseat, and Darmiya with her back toward the driver, Darmiya pulled out
three tablets, handing one to Pamas and Dael each.


“I have worked on these new sensors around the clock the last
three months. Having access to Caya and Briar, and lately also Zoem, I’ve
managed to isolate genetic makeups as well as other variables to refine our
scans. I have put a prototype in the masts we erected on top of cube one. We
should be able to find all three of our known changers and pinpoint who’s who
by their DNA readings. It’s really an advanced version of a biosignature
scanner.”


“This is brilliant, Darmiya,” Dael said, scrolling through the
information. “Have you briefed the president about this yet?”


“No. Not yet. I figured it was prudent to do a few test runs
first.”


“I agree.” Dael looked up and smiled. “Can we run them from
military headquarters?”


“Absolutely. Anywhere we can access the array of the masts. And
since I’m aware of the vulnerability of the external ones, I had some installed
within the corner bulkhead of cube one as well.”


“Inside the corner?” Pamas raised her gaze to Darmiya. As always,
the woman Darmiya loved regarded her with equal parts affection and pride. “I’m
amazed there was enough space in there.”


“There wasn’t, but the cube doesn’t need the same thick
insulation it did in outer space. I also had them pull out instruments and
equipment that were there only for space travel.” The cubes were large and
looked clumsy when they had landed, but in space they had moved in formation,
held together by magnetic tracks. As the cubes now sat firmly on the surface of
Gemocon forever, recycling redundant equipment was the smart thing to do.


“Excellent, Darmiya.” Dael leaned back and rubbed her neck. “Is
it just me, or are these meetings dragging on more and more? I was ready to
place the last person opening with ‘I just have one more question’ in front of
a firing squad.”


“You’re not the only one.” Pamas grimaced. “I never realized that
getting promoted meant getting less work done. I think that’s why my daughter
gets that wild look on her face every time you talk about her being promoted to
captain.” She winked at Dael.


“I think she’ll go rogue on me if I bring that up again.” Dael
laughed. “How did she put it? If I ever tethered her to an office chair and
made her fly a desk, she’d take that as a not-so-subtle way of asking for a
divorce.”


“Goodness.” Darmiya shook her head. “Well, she does love her
assault craft. She’s thinking of naming it.”


“Please tell me you’re joking, Dar?” Pamas gaped. 


“Not joking. You should see the list of potential names. I think
she passed a hundred the other day.” Darmiya enjoyed the eye roll her lover
gave her. 


“I don’t want to hear any examples.” Turning to Dael, Pamas
winced. “Did you know?”


“I overheard her talking to Darmiya the other day. The only name
suggestion I heard was The
Prowler.”


“The
Prowler.” Snorting, Pamas grinned. “Why the hell not?”


The internal communicator beeped twice, which indicated a message
from the security leader up front in the hovercar.


“Yes?” Dael said simply as she tapped the armrest to her right.


“Sir,” a male voice said. “We need to take the secondary route,
as there are demonstrators on our primary approach to the military HQ.”


“Demonstrators? Any details regarding that situation?” Dael
frowned.


“Not yet, sir. I’ll page the law-enforcement agents in charge.”


“Do that.” Dael touched the sensor to close the page. “I know our
people aren’t exactly where they hoped to be when it comes to permanent housing
and so on, but demonstrators? We haven’t witnessed any of them since we arrived
here.”


Darmiya felt the hovercar switch direction, and at first, she didn’t
react. She held on to the armrest with one hand and her briefcase with the
other. As the hovercar accelerated, something began to worry her. Dael and
Pamas had taken the chance to catch up on reports on their respective tablets.
They didn’t seem to think anything was amiss, which made Darmiya relax
initially. Then it dawned on her. 


“We should have turned west to go via the secondary route.” She
leaned sideways and looked out the windows that ran along the sides of the
vehicle. Instead of the new streets leading into the capital, she saw a
billowing field with mountains in the distance.


“She’s right,” Pamas said and glanced out the windows on her
side. “Damn it. What’s the guard up to?”


Dael had placed her tablet on the seat and now pressed the sensor
again. “Guard. Guard, come in. Guard, respond.”


A faint buzzing noise came over the in-car communicator, but
nobody said a word.


“What the hell’s going on?” Dael pressed another sensor. “This
should lower the privacy screen. Nothing seems to work.”


“We’ve been taken,” Pamas said, her face pale. “They’re rerouting
us out of patrolled areas.”


Darmiya thought fast. Slapping her personal communicator, she
raised her voice. “Do Voy to Spinner. Respond. Darmiya to Spinner. Emergency.
Emergency!”


The other two women tried their communicators, but to no avail.
Darmiya listened to the muted buzzing for any markers that could tell her who
or what was doing this.


“They’re scrambling our communicators,” Dael said darkly. 


Darmiya flipped her briefcase over and opened it from underneath.
Pulling out her favorite portable instruments, she tugged her communicator from
her lapel. After scanning it, she saw nothing wrong with it, but on her third
attempt, the device gave a muted series of beeps. “You’re right. There’s
nothing wrong with them, but they can’t send or receive.”


“Can you figure out a way for us to transmit anyway?” Dael asked.


“Unless you’re talking about tossing pieces of clothes out the
window, which I doubt we can open no matter how we try, I can’t think of anything
we can do while we’re moving.”


“But when we stop?” Pamas asked, her eyes dark and furious. 


“Yes. It’s a bit of a desperate idea,” Darmiya said. “But it
beats sitting around waiting to be shot, or worse.”


“Then I suggest you get to it, Darmiya,” Dael said quickly. “I
have a feeling we’ll reach our destination quickly at this speed.”


“Yes, sir.” Darmiya pulled her instrument case closer and knelt
on the floor. “I need you to move to the other side for a bit. Then when I tell
you, we switch places.” Her hands trembled initially but calmed down as she
“got to it.” Glancing at her chronometer, Darmiya estimated that she had twenty
minutes, or less, to put her countermeasures into place. She would not let
Spinner’s wife be taken, nor would she allow Pamas to be abducted a second
time. There had been too much sacrifice already among all of them, but
especially those who had been incarcerated by the malevolent changers.


“We’re slowing down,” Pamas said, her voice clipped.


“I can feel it.” Working as fast as she could, she
short-circuited the doors. The people out to get them would probably be coming
in through the doors, and if they were jammed, that would buy them some time.


“Darmiya?” Dael’s voice was still calm.


“There. Done.” Darmiya shifted position and brought up her
brand-new laser cutter. “Pull your feet off the floor. Both of you.”


“What? Oh.” Two pairs of combat boots disappeared from Darmiya’s
view. It was a good thing both Dael and Pamas were in combat uniforms. That
would make it easier for them to fight, because they were going to have to.
She, on the other hand, was dressed in some long shirt and trousers and highly
impractical shoes. At least she wore a protective vest and a small sidearm. 


Cutting a wide circle on the floor covering, Darmiya didn’t wait
for the edges to cool, but tore the spot off in one sweeping motion. She tossed
it onto her seat and then readjusted the setting on her cutter. Now it tore
through the composite material that formed the body of the hovercar. The
friction singed the air, and she coughed at the stench of the burning material.
Once the circle was complete, the hovercar was traveling even slower. 


Moving back up onto the seat between Pamas and Dael, Darmiya
kicked repeatedly at the smoldering circle, and finally, it gave way and
disappeared under them. The way the hovercraft lurched, it was clear that the
missing piece had something to do with the stability of the vehicle. Now it
slowed to a full stop. Struts deployed, and they sank to the ground.


“Pamas, you have to get through the hole and fire at them.
They’re going to be at the doors in seconds. You have to take them out before
they break the windows.” Darmiya pointed at the hole in the floor.


“I hear you.” Pamas gripped her sidearm and moved onto the floor.
She went through the hole with her gun first, then her head and shoulder.
Disappearing completely, Darmiya tugged at Dael’s arm. “Now you and me, sir.”
She pulled her own weapon. “Ready? We get only one chance.”


Underneath them, Pamas was firing. Darmiya watched through the
hole to determine which direction Pamas was shooting and then slipped through
it. Dael followed her instantly, and they watched feet run around the vehicle,
probably not yet sure where the firing was coming from.


Darmiya saw large feet clad in tall boots. She didn’t hesitate.
Firing at them, she heard a man cry out, and then he fell. Not about to risk
him having time to shoot at them, she fired at his head in case he too was
wearing a protective vest. Nauseated to have taken a life, she ignored her reaction
and kept shooting at the people Pamas incapacitated. Somewhere in the back of
her mind, Darmiya wanted to spare Pamas from the trauma of taking lives—even if
it was those of the enemy out to kill them. Dael took out her fair share of
adversaries.


“I think we have them all, but let’s play it safe,” Dael said.
“Pamas, you go right, and I’ll go left. Darmiya, that means you go toward the
back. Someone could have climbed up onto the vehicle.”


Darmiya nodded that she understood. When it came to tactical
one-on-one combat, Dael and Pamas were the experts. Checking her weapon, she
made sure it hadn’t jammed while blasting the enemy so relentlessly and got
ready to crawl out the back. The ground under the hovercraft was damp and cold,
as after a cold night’s rain. Her thin trousers were completely soaked after
she was on her knees for several minutes. Darmiya gripped her weapon harder and
slid out from underneath the hovercar. It took her only a second to see the
soles of combat boots above her before she felt a burning, hurting sensation in
her left shoulder. Before the man had a chance to shoot again, she fired at
him—and she didn’t miss. She barely had time to draw a breath before she heard
a sidearm going off on the right side of the hovercar. 


“Pamas!”


Chapter Twenty-four

 

 

 


Spinner rounded the military headquarters, checking her
chronometer as she stopped by the front door. Ten kilometers at forty-two
minutes. Considering that it was a rather murderous hill when you approached
from the west, it wasn’t half bad. She vowed to cut her time by two minutes
next time.


Jogging over to the gym located to the left of the headquarters,
she showered quickly and changed into her combat uniform. After she slapped her
communicator onto her lapel, she took the shortcut via the tunnel and strode
past the guards that saluted hand-to-chin. Returning the gesture, Spinner took
the stairs, vowing not to use the elevator unless she needed to. Being the CAG
required too much desk work for her liking, and nowadays, after she’d stopped
drinking as much as she used to, she preferred how her body felt when she was
in great shape.


As she strode down the corridor to her office, Adina stepped out
of hers and waved to her. “Spinner. My office.”


Something in Adina’s voice made Spinner’s stomach clench. She
jogged over to Adina’s office and found Briar inside. Briar was pale enough for
her eyes to look darker than usual. 


“What’s wrong?” Spinner asked. 


“Caya reached me. She’s at our clinic taking care of a few
things, but about five minutes ago she received visions of…” Briar swallowed
and took a firm grip of Adina’s uniform sleeve. “Darmiya, Pamas, and Dael are
in trouble. That’s not all. Commander KahSandra has reported that Zoem is
missing, and she’s gone after her.”


Spinner could have sworn an earthquake had occurred as the floor
moved under her feet. Steeling herself against the terror permeating her every
cell, she remained standing. “Where are Dael and the others?” First things
first.


“As far as Caya could tell, they were on their way here when
their hovercar veered off course.” Briar looked over at Adina. “Adina has put
out an alert, and we’re trying to trace it the conventional way. Same regarding
the hovercraft Zoem stole.”


“And?” Impatiently, Spinner pushed her fingers into her curly
hair, scratching her itching scalp, a sure sign she was stressing out.


“Not a blip on either the long- or short-range scanners for
either of them. This could mean that the ones guilty of this situation have the
ability to disable the beacons installed in all our vehicles.” Adina grimaced.
“And not only that. They have the technology to mask communicators and Dael’s
hidden transmitter.”


Spinner was furious but also close to panicking, which had
everything to do with Dael. Adina had been the one who suggested that the top
brass be outfitted with special, secret transmitters. To find out that the
people responsible for the abduction had managed to disable Dael’s…Spinner
slammed her palm into the doorframe. “Fuck! Dael’s not the only one with these
transmitters. The president, her cabinet members—”


“Caya…”
Her tone hollow, Briar stood. “I have one too.”


“Can they be using these transmitters to track people?” Spinner
asked. “And is this news about Zoem merely a coincidence, or is she involved?”
She didn’t want to believe that could be true, but she really didn’t know the
woman. Not like Neenja did.


“I truly don’t think so.” Briar shook her head as she rose from
the edge of Adina’s desk, where she’d been sitting. “Not once have I felt
anything that suggested she’d betray us.”


But Zoem had blocked the sisters on several occasions. Who could
tell if she’d blocked them right now and that the woman’s goal hadn’t been
grabbing Dael, Pamas, and Darmiya all along? They were the three women that
meant more to Spinner than her own life. Her eyes burned, but she dug her nails
into her palms to not let the threatening tears spill over.


“As for the transmitters, though it’s impossible to guarantee
that they can’t be tampered with, it’s not the only way to track someone if you
want to grab them,” Adina said, eyeing Spinner and Briar carefully. “Caya is
safe, as her special presidential guardsmen are with her. Still, I want her
here in this building with you, Briar, just to be sure.”


“Agreed.” Briar turned her back to them and clenched her hands.
Spinner had witnessed this stance before. The sisters preferred this way of
communicating rather than relying on technology, and it seemed to work better
for them. Turning back, Briar nodded briskly. “They’re moving her here.”


Adina walked over to Briar and pulled her into her arms. “Caya’s
fine, and you two can help coordinate and use your gifts to assist from here.
Focus on trying to find Zoem. I know she’s blocked you before, and she may be
doing that now, but you can do so much more than you let on, sweetheart.” She
kissed Briar lightly on the lips. “I’ll go with Spinner.”


“Be safe,” Briar said, her voice barely audible. “Promise me.”


“I promise. You too. And remember, with me, you have to use the
communicator.” Adina smiled.


Giving a choppy kind of laugh, Briar nodded. “Got it, Commander.”


“Good. Let’s try to be in touch every half hour, if doable.”
Adina looked like she wanted to hug Briar again, but instead she turned
abruptly to Spinner. “All right, CAG, let’s go.”


As they hurried out the door, Adina was already barking orders
into her communicator, and Spinner was paging her subordinates to get assault
craft into the air.


 


***


 


Darmiya crawled out from underneath the hovercar, her sidearm set
to kill as she rounded the vehicle. She saw Pamas on the ground. A man dressed
all in black was on top of her, holding a large, curved blade that seemed to
glow. Pamas had his thighs in a leg lock, and both her hands were around his
wrist, fighting to keep the blade away from her. 


Rushing up to them, Darmiya pressed her weapon to the base of the
man’s neck. “Get off her!” she growled. “Drop the knife and get off her.”


He didn’t stop, and she could shoot him from this angle, but the
lethal energy from her sidearm would pierce him and hit Pamas as well. Quickly,
Darmiya switched the angle and pressed the weapon against his temple instead.
“Last chance. Drop the knife!”


“Fuck you!” the man yelled and jerked his head toward the gun,
perhaps trying to knock her off balance or move it off his face.


“No. Fuck you.” Darmiya fired.


The man’s hand relaxed first, and he did indeed drop the glowing
blade, which fell onto the ground next to Pamas’s head. Then life left his body
and he slumped against Pamas, who pushed him off her. He landed with his cheek
against the knife, which instantly singed his flesh, emitting an acrid smell
that reminded Darmiya of when she’d cut through the floor in the hovercar.


She harnessed her weapon and pulled Pamas away from the man and
his awful knife. “Are you all right?” Feeling all over Pamas, she frantically
hoped there would be no cuts.


“I’m fine, thanks to you.” Pamas hugged her close. “Where’s
Dael?”


“Here,” Dael said calmly as she rounded the hovercar, her weapon
still raised. “Oh, good. Is he the last one? I counted five. They must have
been cramped up front.”


“Yes, he’s the last.” Pamas half let go of Darmiya but kept an
arm around her waist. “Darmiya saved me from him and his stinger blade.”


“Ouch. Those were banned on Oconodos, but of course, why would
these people care?” Dael came up to them. “Injuries?” She gave them both a
once-over.


“I’m fine.” Darmiya hated how her voice trembled. “Just a little
sore. My shoulder. And a bit shaky.”


“You did great. Really.” Pamas shook her gently but stopped when
Darmiya whimpered. “You’re not just sore.” She narrowed her eyes at the sight
of the dark stain on Darmiya’s jacket. “You’ve been shot!” She tugged at her
leg pocket, where all soldiers carried a small EM-kit.


“I—I suppose so. I kind of forgot when I saw you pinned under
that guy.” Darmiya swallowed hard at the sight of the small infuser. “What’s
that?”


“Disinfectant and painkiller. We can’t use a fuser until we know
it’s clean. I’ll put a bandage on, and we’ll check it every half hour, all
right?” She looked steadily at Darmiya.


“All right.” Darmiya closed her eyes as Pamas took care of her,
with Dael’s help. “Still shaky, though.”


“You’re not a soldier at heart, but you’re ferocious. The shakes
are just adrenaline that lingers in your system. Comes from fighting and from
being wounded.”


“And here I feared I’d reveal myself as a wimp.” Darmiya snorted
unhappily.


“You’re no such thing.” Pamas kissed her gently. “You’re amazing.”


“Exactly.” Dael patted Darmiya’s uninjured shoulder and then
tried her communicator. “Admiral Caydoc to headquarters.” Not even any static
noise. She frowned. “Caydoc to headquarters.”


Darmiya slapped her communicator. “Darmiya to Calagan. Do you read?”
Nothing.


After Pamas tried hers and they still couldn’t reach anyone, Dael
pointed to the west. “That’s the direction we need to take, but if these people
had time to signal whoever sent them that we were trying to escape, they’ll
search for us there.”


“Which way do you suggest?” Pamas bent to pick up the weapon
she’d dropped in the fight, something Darmiya could tell made her irritated. 


“North. I don’t want us to get any farther away from the capital,
but instead circle back to the city.” Dael suddenly looked at Darmiya’s feet.
“Oh, great. You’re wearing high heels.”


“I am.” Darmiya thought fast. “Wait. Wasn’t one of the attackers
a woman?” She rounded the hovercraft and found where a female adversary had
fallen. Eyeing the woman’s feet, Darmiya didn’t hesitate. As Pamas and Dael
joined her, she unceremoniously unfastened and tugged the boots off the dead
woman. “She won’t need them.” Quickly, she switched footwear, but then she
hesitated.


“It’ll get cold later, if our people don’t pick us up before the
evening. You need her jacket too. Here. Let me help you.” Pamas moved the
slumped body, and Dael helped her peel the jacket off. At least there was no
blood on it. If there had been, Darmiya would have preferred to be cold as hell
rather than wear it. Now she donned it and found it a little big, but the boots
were her size, which was more important.


“Hang on.” Pamas reached behind the driver’s seat and pulled out
two automatic rifles. Giving one to Dael, she pulled out yet another sidearm
for Darmiya. “Here you go, love.”


“All right. Let’s go. Who knows how fast someone can get here.”
Dael pointed north. “I hope that once we’re out of range of whatever technology
they used to scramble our communicators, we can reach our people. They should
be looking for us by now, since we’re not where we’re supposed to be.”


They began walking among the shrubbery, which slowed them down
but also provided some protection. Darmiya looked at her extra sidearm. If she
fiddled with the settings, she could use it as a laser-light if they needed to
signal their own people. 


“You really did save my life,” Pamas said as she walked behind
Darmiya.


“And that meant saving my own, as I can’t imagine being without
you,” Darmiya said over her shoulder. “So, purely for selfish reasons.”


“Uh-huh.” Pamas clearly didn’t believe that last part for a
second. “You don’t fool me.”


No, she didn’t. Darmiya would give her life to keep Pamas safe.
She never thought she’d feel that way about anyone, except perhaps her twin
brother, but with Pamas, she was certain.


“As romantic as that is,” Dael said sternly, “let’s focus on not
getting killed, all right? Eyes and ears, people. Eyes and ears.”


“Yes, sir,” Darmiya and Pamas said in unison, but Darmiya could
hear the smile in Pamas’s voice. Now all they had to do was get ahold of their
people and work together to find out who was behind this attack or abduction
attempt. Darmiya had initially thought they had to be going after Dael, as she
was the highest-ranking officer among them. Thinking of it now, she wasn’t sure
anymore. Surely the creature couldn’t possibly think Pamas would be an easy
person to turn? She had been subjected to the Nestrocalder’s methods before and
not given up any information at all.


Darmiya thought about herself and her accomplishments. If the
Nestrocalder gang had abducted her, they could have taken advantage of the fact
that she sat on a vast knowledge about Gemoconian technology and advances. She
could see where they might think she was easy prey, as she had only a certain
training in self-defense, but they couldn’t be sure how long she could hold
out.


Then a thought hit her, and she stopped, making Pamas walk right
into her. “Creator!”


“Creator, indeed?” Pamas hissed as she rubbed her chin, which
she’d hit against the back of Darmiya’s head. “Are you all right?”


“I am. But I think I’ve figured out who among us those people
were after.”


Dael had turned and now joined them while keeping a watchful eye
on their surroundings. “Go on.”


“We are all valuable to them in our own right. But we’re also
strong, though the two of you out-strong me by far. Think about it though. If
the Nestrocalder managed to abduct both Pamas and me, they could use each of us
against the other. They probably know Pamas would be strong against them, since
she has before.” Darmiya’s eyes filled with tears. “And I could probably hold
on if I felt that would keep Pamas, Spinner, and you, Dael, together with all
our friends and our people, safe. But if someone hurt Pamas right before my
eyes…I don’t think I could have taken that, not for long.”


“Of course,” Pamas whispered. “I can only say the same. If they’d
hurt Darmiya, I wouldn’t have lasted long.”


“Yet another reason to move faster. Good thinking, Dar. We should
be able to join our people soon. Their scramblers can’t reach too much farther.
At least I hope not.” Dael started walking again, and this time Darmiya and
Pamas didn’t talk. Instead they walked behind Dael, side by side, and regarded
each other warily. Darmiya’s heart hurt with each beat at the thought of someone
doing something, anything, to Pamas, and judging by the looks Pamas gave her,
her mind was torturing her the same way.


Darmiya did her best to keep up with the other two women’s longer
strides. She wanted to get back and deal with the threat of this malevolent
creature once and for all.


Chapter Twenty-five

 

 

 


Zoem had no idea where her sudden strength came from. To
move at such high speed should have been impossible, but it wasn’t. She had
just passed one mountain by locating a naturally occurring tunnel, and now she
veered forty-five degrees south for no apparent reason and kept running at a
steady pace.


Thoughts of what, and whom, she’d left behind had plagued her the
first few hours. Only when she forced the images of Neenja away from her mind
could she focus on letting her instincts soar. Her feet moved faster, and, in
her head, other images occurred—memories of levitating, of moving through air.
That seemed crazy, but she’d done something like that just the other day. It
wasn’t a dream—it had to be a memory.


That notion came and went very fast, and then she couldn’t feel
the ground beneath her anymore. Without the slightest effort, she rose more
than a meter off it, and this slowed her down, as she had no traction for her
feet. Annoyed, she tried to lower herself back onto the ground, but she didn’t
know how. Other images, of twirling in the air in her damp and cold cell,
flickered through her brain. Those memories made her move forward without
knowing how she did it. Did a mental effort, rather than something physical,
propel her forward? If she could do twirls in the air, she should be able to
move in a certain direction. It was only logical.


Zoem focused her mind, her fervent desire to keep Neenja and all
her fellow Gemoconians safe adding to her strength…and her body aligned itself
in the direction she’d been running. She was still stationary. Forward. Quick. The
words could have been a key, because in her mind, a door seemed to open with a
resounding boom.


Zoem moved like a spear thrown by an expert. With her arms close
to her body, she found she could maneuver just by focusing on the correct
direction. It was insane how clear that direction was to her—as if she had been
here before, which of course she might have, but in a sedated state. Could her brain
really override sedation and still store impressions? 


Afraid that such philosophical musings would interfere with her
search for the Nestrocalder, Zoem cleansed her mind and began preparing for
what she would find when she reached her target.


 


***


 


Neenja pushed the hovercraft to its limit as she continued her
search for Zoem. In the meantime, her mind tormented her by replaying their
lovemaking. What had possessed her to let Zoem that close, knowing full well
that she meant to sacrifice herself when going up against the Nestrocalder?
Never one for taking emotional risks like that, Neenja was furious with
herself. And yet…would she have wanted to go through life not knowing what it
was to make love with the woman she adored…that she loved.


The realization struck her as if someone had smacked her on the
back of her head. She loved Zoem Malderyn with every cell in her body. If
allowing the physical closeness was a bad idea, not being watchful when it came
to her treacherous heart was disastrous. Neenja couldn’t follow through on that
line of thought. Not truly. Yes, she loved Zoem, and to be honest, if last
night was all she would have of Zoem, so be it. She wouldn’t berate either of
them for making love. That was exactly what they had done. They had made
love…made love happen.



Something at the far-right corner of the windscreen caught
Neenja’s attention, and she shoved back the thoughts of Zoem’s naked body as
far as they would go. Pushing the lever and pressing sensors with her feet,
Neenja sped toward the object. 


At first, she thought it was merely something glimmering in the
dense shrubbery, but when she came closer, she saw antennas protrude between
branches that someone—it had to be Zoem—had used for camouflage. Circling the
hidden hovercraft, she scanned it and confirmed it was the vehicle in question.
She slapped her communicator that was linked to the stronger comm center in her
hovercar.


“KahSandra to Tylio.” Not many could page the president directly,
but Neenja was glad that her voice pattern was in the recognition buffer that
let her through.


“Tylio here. Go ahead, Commander.” Tylio sounded collected, but
Neenja knew her well enough to detect a faint note of stress.


“I’ve located the hovercraft Zoem used this morning. She’s
covered it up pretty well.” Neenja gave the coordinates. “It’s not far from the
first mountain.”


“I will have one of your subordinates send a forensic team to see
what they can find out. They might detect something to suggest which direction
Zoem continued in.” Tylio spoke quietly to someone in the background. “There.
Done.”


“I have a request. Something that will give us the upper hand and
lead us to Zoem.” Neenja cleared her through. “I need Caya and Briar with me,
or the search will fail. And if that happens, we lose our best chance to take
the creature out for good.”


“Creator…” Tylio was silent for a few moments, and Neenja knew
better than to interrupt the president’s thought process. “All right. Fine.
I’ll allow it, if they’re willing, which they will be, of course.” Her voice
stark, she sounded matter-of-fact, but her underlying tone of dread about
sending Caya and Briar into danger was obvious. “As we know, the hovercars
don’t operate well among the mountains, I’ve forgotten why, but I’m sending you
a cruiser and several assault craft.”


“Thank you. I recommend that you add hoverskids for everybody.
They, for some reason, worked very well during the mission to the cave where
Zoem was found.”


“Good point. Now, if…when, you find Zoem, I surmise she’ll be
tracking the creature. If she finds it, you must call for more backup. I will
have more assault craft as well as cruisers with ground troops ready to
deploy.”


“Yes, sir.” Neenja frowned as a thought struck her. “Will Spinner
be joining me?”


“No. At least not right away. We have a situation developing here
as well. Caydoc, Do Voy, and Pamas Seclan are missing. Spinner is heading up
the search as we speak.”


“Fuck.” Wincing, Neenja rubbed her face. “Sorry, sir.”


“No need. The assault craft will be with you shortly. Do what you
can to find Zoem.”


“Yes, sir,” Neenja said, feeling as if a cold fist had punched
her midsection. “Have them page me with their ETA. I’ll be searching the area
around the abandoned hovercar in the meantime.” Neenja couldn’t possibly sit
idly by and wait for reinforcements. It would drive her crazy.


“Very well. Tylio out.”


Neenja pushed the lever and took the hovercar up to maximum
height, which was about eight meters off the ground. She let it run in circles
around the other vehicle and thought she could see a faint trail where the tall
grass had been broken. So, Zoem had headed due east, into the mountains. She
glanced at the blue-tinted giants at the end of the plain. They looked both
majestic and foreboding where they stood, shoulder to shoulder, one line after
another. In there, Zoem was hellbent on sacrificing herself to save everyone
else, but Neenja hadn’t given up on finding another solution. She couldn’t. If
she did, she would go against everything her training had instilled in her. But
what was more, she would betray her own heart.


 


***


 


Caya and Briar entered the cruiser craft sitting on the landing
pad behind the governmental building, flanked by two assault craft on each
side. Strapping into their harnesses, surrounded by soldiers, medics, and law-enforcement
agents doing the same, Caya could only look at Thea, who stood behind the
impenetrable safety-glass window fifty meters away. They hadn’t said good-bye,
merely acknowledged that Caya and Briar would be careful. A quick kiss and then
Caya had walked out onto the landing pad with her sister. Now she made sure
that the box holding her orb was safely tucked in under her seat.


Adina was on a mission with Spinner, trying to locate Dael,
Darmiya, and Pamas, which meant Briar had had to inform her about their own
tasks over the communicator. Adina had sounded as if she wanted to argue, but
had immediately quieted and merely told Briar to be safe. What else was there
to say? It was as if everything was crashing down around them, and all they
could do was take one thing at a time and split their resources. Hardly ideal,
but inevitable.


“Take my hand,” Caya said, holding hers out. “We should start
scanning right away to save time.”


“You’re right.” Briar took the proffered hand and turned to the
young man across from them. “You ready to take notes and relay vital
information to either the president or Commander Vantressa, Mr. Revoc?”


“Yes, sir.” Revoc looked confident and held up a device. “I’ll
also record your words for later reference. I have two communicators on special
frequencies that will let me reach the ones that need your information
instantly.”


“Excellent,” Briar said and closed her eyes. 


Caya had to do the same, thus losing sight of Thea. Immediately,
a multitude of images and voices flooded her. She began to filter through them,
pushing the ones she didn’t feel important off to the edge of her mind.
Eventually, she was left with Neenja, Spinner, Darmiya, Pamas, and Dael.
Uncertain why they were all together, as they were in different places at the moment,
Caya tried to find images of Zoem. 


“I hear some of them,” Briar shouted over the sound of the
propulsion system as the cruiser took off. “Dael, mainly. They’re on the move,
she and the others, from what I can tell.”


“Yes. Heading north!” Caya yelled back. Then the cruiser hit its
designated altitude, and the noise became less disturbing. “I can’t say where
exactly, but they’re all on their feet at least. Carrying weapons. Thank the
Creator.”


Caya heard Revoc talk into one of his communicators but kept her
eyes closed, not wanting to lose focus. “I see Neenja. She’s in a hovercar,
circling, waiting for us.”


“Yes. She’s frustrated and…um, heartbroken?”


“Heartbroken?” The unexpected adjective made her recall the
string of images that had flashed through her mind earlier. Neenja and Zoem in
what looked like a log cabin. Eating, talking…and more? “Oh, my.”


“Guess we know now. Let’s move away from there,” Briar said
quickly. 


Caya shifted her viewpoint, realizing now the full scope of why
Neenja was so frustrated and adamant about protecting Zoem. She loved her.


The cruiser was in the air for only ten minutes before it began
to descend. It landed next to the abandoned hovercar, which apparently Zoem had
tried to cover up. The hatch slid open, and an out-of-breath Neenja charged
through it, throwing herself into the vacant seat next to Caya as the door slid
closed behind her. “Let’s go,” she called out toward the pilot’s seat. “Due
east in between these mountains. I detected a trail in the grass there. I landed
and checked it out. Humanoid tracks.”


“Aye, sir.” The pilot revved the propulsion system and took the
cruiser up to minimum altitude for surveillance. Normally, assault craft were
used during these types of missions, but it was doable from a cruiser when you
needed a larger crew.


Caya had opened her eyes as Neenja entered but now closed them
again. It was a good thing she and Briar had invaded some of Neenja’s privacy,
as they had seen Zoem. Using that sighting as a starting point, Caya could pull
up the images of how Zoem had walked right by the guards with only minute
gestures and stolen a hovercar. She had then driven the vehicle east, straight
to the site where Neenja had found it.


“You’re right,” Caya said, feeling Briar squeeze her hand harder.
“Zoem ran in among the mountains, but how’s that even possible? She’s still
weak from having been immobilized for quite some time. She kept up a good pace
and…Creator of all things…” She couldn’t believe the images that seemed to
whirl on the inside of her eyelids. 


“Caya?” Briar’s voice trembled.


“What? What is it?” Neenja asked and grabbed Caya’s free hand.


“It’s Zoem.” Caya could barely talk. “She’s far into the chain of
mountains.”


“Already?” Neenja sounded puzzled. “How can that be?”


Caya cleared her voice. “She’s flying.”


Chapter Twenty-six

 

 

 


Zoem flew so fast, she felt more like she was falling. She
found it easy. All she had to do was twist her body a little, and she veered
accordingly. On top of that, she knew where she was going, but not in her mind.
Some instinct, which felt physical somehow, propelled her. Around her, the
mountain walls were a blur, and the air, cooled by her speed, chilled her face.
Without hesitating, she flew around another mountain, and now she was also
ascending. As she went up, her stomach turned toward the steep mountain, she
looked for…something. A sign perhaps? A landmark? A person? She had no idea.
She was operating on autopilot in a sense, and she had to do it. 


Aware that the Nestrocalder could be calling her, she kept her senses
sharpened. All she had detected so far was wildlife: birds, rodents, and larger
animals that resembled those on Oconodos. Living in the jungles most of her
life, she had watched the wildlife between the bars in her window opening.
Soaring among such beautiful scenery took her back to a time when watching a
small rodent play or gather food would make that day memorable.


She rounded the mountain and realized why she had ascended.
Behind it was yet another mountain. Full of perfectly circular holes, it looked
like someone had drilled into it, so it had to be manmade. What, in nature,
could create such holes? No, some sort of drill had made them. Or magic.


Zoem kept close to the mountainside, hiding among shrubbery and
small trees as she descended in front of it. She saw no guards and detected no
traps or any changer activity. Had she always had this ability to pierce
everything with her mind, or had it been necessary for her to come to Gemocon
to…turn? Did the black garnet in her system have anything to do with this
power? So many things she didn’t know. She landed behind a natural wall made
from boulders that had fallen off the mountains a long time ago. Covered with
moss, they provided her with the protection she needed. Oddly, she wasn’t
afraid of being detected prematurely. After a minute, she realized she was
sending out a deterrent. Unless the other person was a much stronger changer
than she was, she would remain invisible as long as she could maintain it.


A humming sound in the back of her mind made her flinch. Images
appeared in her mind. Neenja. Oh, Creator, Neenja. Caya and Briar. A
spacecraft. A cruiser? Zoem wasn’t certain. They were tracking her, trying to
follow her. That wouldn’t do them any good once they reached the point where
she had taken flight. 


The mountains with the holes didn’t seem covered, at least not
with anything solid, but they still gave the impression of being protected.
Perhaps the creature had used the method she did to remain invincible. If so,
the strategy wasn’t working on Zoem. She could see the holes clearly, and now,
as she sharpened her gaze, she saw people moving at the opening of some of
them. Counting those she could see, Zoem found there to be eight holes, perhaps
more, as the mountain curved away from her before joining the next one.


Then, without warning, a hole appeared in the mountain, in the
center of the eight. The people visible in the other holes pulled back
instantly as a figure came into view in the ninth one, stretching a long,
thin-looking, black, cloak-clad body, and raising its hands to the sky.


Zoem was as certain as if she had stood right next to it that
this was the Nestrocalder. The creature was standing there, bold as hell,
looking as if it embraced the world.


Zoem would never get another chance like this. The creature was
out in the open, and she had to act. This was why she was here. This was her
purpose.


Soaring, she tried to sustain the deterrent, to remain invisible,
but it was hard. She ascended at a steady pace and estimated the creature’s hole
was approximately 150 meters above the ground.


Hissing at her efforts, she kept soaring, her arms tucked firmly
against her sides, her face upward, and her long hair whipping in the wind.


The creature still stood as if worshipping the sun but then
seemed to freeze. When Zoem was about twenty meters below it, the creature went
rigid and lowered its arms. Turning its hooded head back and forth, as if it
scanned the area before it, it still didn’t look directly at her. Was this
because her deterring ability was shielding her, or was the Nestrocalder trying
to make her think that was the case? Such reasoning could drive a person crazy.



Stopping about five meters below the creature and right above the
boulder she’d sat behind only moments ago, Zoem listened. At first, she could
detect only the sounds of nature, but then she heard a low humming, no, moaning
sound. It was oddly familiar, but she wasn’t looking for details. She wanted to
hear the creature’s voice in all this. 


The moans seemed to originate from the other holes and the one
just above her, where the creature still stood, scanning back and forth, its
head hidden under the black, hooded cloak. Where it stood, there was only
silence, but Zoem could be patient, something she had found out while she was a
prisoner all those years. Patient and willing to wait until the other party
simply gave up. She was less sure that the Nestrocalder would do that.


Looking around the opening, she saw something that could prove
useful. At the top of the opening were large cracks from whatever drilling had
occurred. Resetting her mind to keep from plummeting, or being seen by the
creature, Zoem positioned her hands together, palm to palm, and pushed them
forward with great force. She aimed for the larger cracks and directed the
energy there. The cracks didn’t widen, and nothing moved. Zoem tried again and
again, but at least this activity didn’t seem to attract the Nestrocalder’s
attention.


Beginning to grow tired, Zoem pushed her hands forward, this time
moving them out and to the sides, describing a semicircle. The movement
reminded her of swimming, and now the cracks widened above the creature, who
jerked and looked up. The cracks grew, and one large piece of the mountain
fell, landing right next to the creature, who staggered back a step. This
reaction told Zoem that the Nestrocalder wasn’t physically indestructible,
unless it had time to use its powers. What was its main power, if it was
omnipotent, which she doubted. If it was a supreme being, it wouldn’t have
hesitated to merely bestow its superior powers on the citizens of this planet
once and for all.


A thought stirred as she regarded the creature slowly ambling
toward the entrance of its hole. How appropriate for the Nestrocalder to dwell
in a hole like a rodent, or any other type of vermin. Rage entering Zoem’s
mind, she extended her hands in an instinctive gesture, sending the creature
against the wall of the hole with a resounding thud. It screeched, a horrible,
piercing hiss of a sound, but then pushed off the wall and moved, its hidden
hands raised toward the entrance.


“Ah. You’re here, my dear,” it said, its voice a terrible gurgle.
“Couldn’t stay away. Had to find your home. Come forward, come forward. Don’t
be shy.” And then it laughed, wheezing, gasping, but still, it was a laugh.


Zoem was furious at giving herself away. She should have kept her
head cool and thought of doing something less obvious, but the mere appearance
of the dreadful creature made her insane with hatred. 


Suddenly images of her abduction appeared. She was in the
hovercar, gazing back at the home where she grew up, where her mother the
teacher, her father the chef, and her brother and sister all were on the porch.
Her mother broke free, screaming her name. And there the creature was, as if materializing
from pure air. It was right there, its hands wrapped in the black cloak,
rising. First her mother fell and seemed to melt into the ground. Then, her
home, her father, and her siblings met the same fate. The last thing she saw
before the creature disappeared, only to rematerialize within the hovercar, was
how the place she called home had been wiped off the face of Oconodos as if it
had never existed.


“Don’t worry.” The man across from her, sitting next to the
cloaked creature, had raised his hand. Something glowed in his palm. “You won’t
remember that last part.”


Instead, Zoem had done what they told her to, for the most part,
while under the impression that her family was safe if she obeyed. Now,
hovering just outside the hole in the mountain where the Nestrocalder hid and
honed its plans, she could feel only pure hatred.


She was seconds away from flinging herself up against the
creature itself. Surely it had to be fragile, as it seemed so broken and thin,
but then another image entered her mind.


“Zoem,” faintly familiar voices said in chorus. It was more of an
echo than anything else. “Wait. Wait for us. We’re coming. We’re on our way to
help you. Wait.”


Groaning inwardly, Zoem relented. Caya and Briar. Her actions had
brought them to join her in what she meant to do. She had risked the lives of
the amazing sisters who did nothing but good for the Gemoconian people. She
tried to think of a way to attack the Nestrocalder and thus keep the sisters
safe, but discarded each plan with frustration.


Damn it.
Damn it to hell. Zoem descended slowly and turned in midair to
return to the path she had taken to reach this place. The sisters and whoever
they were bringing were tracking her, she was certain. New images appeared, and
Zoem realized she had probed the sisters back, as well as their backup.
Soldiers. Law enforcement. Medics. And Neenja. Nearly plummeting, Zoem righted
herself before she hit the ground. Of course, Neenja. 


If things went wrong from here on out, Zoem would go to her death
knowing she had also caused the death of the woman she loved. That simply
couldn’t happen.


Chapter Twenty-seven

 

 

 


Dael stopped and shielded her eyes against the setting sun.
Behind her, Pamas and Darmiya did the same. Squinting at the sky, Dael heard
the familiar hum of a hovercar. No, not a hovercar. A small cruiser, if she
wasn’t mistaken. 


“There. Over by those crooked trunks,” Dael called out. She
didn’t tell the other two to keep their weapons ready or turn off any light. 


They crouched against the trunks that seemed to grow at a
thirty-degree angle. Between her and Pamas, Darmiya was trembling badly. Dael
understood that it wasn’t from fear so much as from the beginning of
hypothermia. The days were balmy, but the nights could still be freezing cold,
and Darmiya wore only thin clothes, badly shredded at that.


Focusing all her attention back on the sky, Dael saw a formation
of three of the smaller cruisers approach. When they were a hundred meters
away, her communicator came alive, making her flinch.


“Spinner to Admiral Caydoc. Respond!” Her wife’s voice was stark
and hoarse. She sounded as if she had repeated that phrase so many times she
had almost lost her voice.


Slapping her communicator, Dael answered. “Caydoc to Spinner.
Ani…good to hear your voice.” It was more than good. It was a pure blessing.


“Creator…” There was silence for a while. “Spinner to Caydoc. We
have your communicators locked into our short-range sensors. How’s my…my
mother? And Darmiya?”


“All present and accounted for.” Dael smiled at the two women next
to her. “Eager to get back to the capital.”


“We need you back instantly. I
need you back.” Obviously, Ani didn’t care that she might be
overheard, and neither did Dael.


“Likewise,” Dael said, having to clear her throat twice before
she continued. “There’s a good solid landing site behind the—”


“Sorry, Dael,” Spinner said hurriedly. “No time for fancy
landings. You’re all coming up in the suction tubes. Adina and Calagan will
assist you.”


Dael exchanged startled glances with Pamas and Darmiya.
“Something’s going on besides our abduction. We won’t have time to get our
bearings when we get back.”


“I’ll say.” Pamas shook her head. “Suction tubes. You still use
them?” She grimaced wryly.


“They’re uncomfortable, but they’re efficient.”


“I’ve gone up in them,” Darmiya said. “On Gemosis. If the rescue
cruisers hadn’t deployed them in time, neither Spinner nor I would be alive
today.”


“All right.” Pamas sighed. “I just remember them popping my ears
and rendering me claustrophobic during training. I promise not to whine about
it though.”


“You never whine,” Darmiya said, and placed a hand on Pamas’s
shoulder.


“They’re here.” Dael moved away from the trees and motioned for
Darmiya and Pamas to join her. She took Darmiya by the good shoulder. “Have
them look at your wound as soon as you’re up there. And get warm!”


“Yes, sir.” Darmiya’s teeth clattered.


Three narrow tubes dropped next to them, and they all pushed
their way inside. As Dael was pulled upward—and yes, it did make her ears pop,
but the tube was more like a heavy-handed massage—she thought she couldn’t wait
to be in the presence of Ani. 


Within ten seconds, they were all in the rear of the cruiser.
Darmiya’s twin brother, Calagan, rushed forward with heated blankets for them
all and then wrapped his arms around his sister. 


“You’re a sight,” he exclaimed as he examined her injured
shoulder. “What the hell happened?”


“It’ll be in our report.” Dael knew she sounded harsh and
mellowed her voice marginally. “Good to see you, Calagan. For now, we’re all
alive and vertical, but Darmiya needs tending to.” Dael wanting nothing but to
head up to the pilot’s seat and see her wife. Judging from Spinner’s voice, a
lot more than their abduction was happening. “I’ll go reassure my wife, and
then you can fill us in, Calagan.” 


“Yes, sir,” Calagan said smartly.


“Good.” Mellowing her voice deliberately, Dael made her way to
the front of the cruiser. She pressed the door sensor and entered. “Ani,” she
said simply. 


Spinner pressed a sensor for autopilot and swiveled in the
pilot’s seat, her eyes huge and darker than normal. Her skin was ashen, but the
longer she scanned Dael’s body, the more her normal light-chocolate color
returned. Ani’s curly hair was unrulier than usual as well, a proof of how many
times her wife had tugged it in frustration—and, no doubt, fear. Dael knew from
experience that Ani didn’t respond well to fear and uncertainty.


“You’re here.” Ani stood and wrapped her arms around Dael.
“You’re here. We found you.”


“You did. And yes, I am. And I’m so very glad to be here. I
regret that we can’t indulge in a proper welcome-back embrace, since I realize
things have developed in my absence.” Despite her words, Dael leaned in for a
kiss that lasted a few seconds too long to be appropriate aboard a military
vessel. She couldn’t care less about that.


“Yes. Take the co-pilot seat and I’ll fill you in.”


Only now did Dael realize how weak her legs felt. She would find
her bearings when she’d sat down and then later ingested a ration bar.
“Creator…I’m too old for this.” Dael had to smile when Ani gave her a withering
look. “Sorry. I’m just cold and a little hungry. What’s going on?”


“We’ve searched for you the better part of the day, and also for
Zoem.”


So that was it. Zoem was missing. “All right.” Dael paged Adina
and let her know Ani would be briefing her and for Calagan and Adina to go
ahead and do the same for Pamas and Darmiya. “And have someone clean Darmiya’s
scratches, even if you have to wrestle her to the deck.”


“Yes, sir,” Adina said.


“All right.” Dael strapped herself in as she took the co-pilot
seat. They were speeding toward the northeast. “Report.”


 


***


 


Neenja watched the Lindemay sisters as they passed information
back and forth. All she was interested in at this point was if Zoem was still
alive. They had lost track of her for a few ghastly minutes, but seemed to find
traces of her as they neared her last location. It was deep into the mountains
and mindboggling to realize that Zoem had flown, no, soared and sped, according
to Caya, and gotten there very quickly.


“She feels closer, Caya,” Briar said. “Her thoughts are jumbled
and she’s…she’s heartbroken. Nauseous. And she’s desperate to…” Briar opened
her eyes, if only into very narrow slits. “She’s all set on rendezvousing with
us. In fact, she’s heading toward us so fast…far too fast!”


Caya whimpered. “No. No, no, no. Get the pilots, Neenja. Tell
them to slow down. Quarter speed at the most. She won’t be able to stop, or
even slow down!”


Neenja opened her harness and threw herself toward the stern of
the cruiser. Punching the door sensor, she pushed through the door before it
hissed open completely. “Quarter speed. Now.”


Well-trained, the pilots maneuvered the large vessel that seemed
to skim the surface between the mountains into quarter speed. Leaning forward
with her hands on the pilots’ backrests, Neenja scanned the area in front of
them. “Keep a look out for a woman with red—”


“There, sir!” the co-pilot called out and pointed. “A woman. How
can she go so fast on a hoverskid, I mean…Creator! She’s flying?” He gaped but
helped the pilot slow the cruiser down to nearly hover mode. True hover mode
was not reliable here, not even for the hoverskids.


“Good. Excellent. Open the port hatch.” Neenja hurried back to
the others. Caya and Briar stood by the hatch already. Of course. “Stand back
and hold on.” Neenja waited impatiently until the hatch had opened all the way.
The sight that met her made her gasp. Next to the cruiser, Zoem was hovering at
the same speed, vertically, and gazing at her as if she were mortally wounded
and had lost all hope. “Get in.” Neenja held on to a safety handle and extended
her hand. “Take my hand, Zoem.”


Listlessly, Zoem followed her order, and Neenja tugged her
inside. Zoem fell to the floor, trembling violently. Neenja knelt, pulling Zoem
into her arms. “You’re so cold.” Snapping her head up, she barked, “Thermo
blanket!”


Briar was already bringing it, along with a bottle of hot tea.
“Here you go, Zoem. Let’s get you warm.” She turned to the people in the front
row of seats. “Share seats farther back or make do with the deck.” People
hurried toward the rear as Neenja lifted Zoem onto the seats, laying her down.
“She’s so cold,” she repeated.


“Flying in the evenings won’t exactly warm you,” Caya murmured.
“Oh, good. She has her inhibitors on. We can touch her, sis.”


“I saw,” Briar said. Stroking back Zoem’s hair, she helped her
sit up enough to sip some tea. “There you go. Caya, can you replicate a proper
uniform for her. These flimsy clothes can’t keep anyone warm, let alone an
airborne young woman.”


“Will do.” Caya hurried down the aisle, where Neenja could see
one of the female soldiers already having begun the programming.


“There. Temperature coming up already. Those thermo blankets can
be effective.” Briar smiled encouragingly at Neenja and Zoem. “You’ll stop
shivering soon.”


“N-not the cold so much,” Zoem said huskily. “The creature.”


“What?” Neenja flinched. “The Nestrocalder?”


“Yes. I know where to find them. I don’t think it realized that I
left. I mean, it guessed I was there, but I made myself invisible.”


“Wait…what?” Neenja shook her head in disbelief. “Invisible?
How?”


“Like this.” Zoem disappeared off the seats, and if Neenja hadn’t
held on to her, she would have sworn she’d actually disappeared.


“Stop it, please,” Neenja whispered. “We get it. Just…don’t.”


Zoem became visible in a second. Caya returned with the uniform.
“That was some trick,” she said lightly. 


“I wasn’t aware I could do that. Or fly. Or affect matter from a
distance. Or a lot of other things.” Zoem looked up at Neenja, her eyes
shifting to a shade of pale yellow. “I’m sorry.”


“What for?” Neenja asked, starting to help Zoem into the uniform
jacket. 


“For disappearing. For everything.” Zoem’s inner turmoil was
palpable. “I stand by my earlier intention. I do. But I was gravely mistaken
regarding one aspect of my plan.” 


“What aspect?” Neenja asked, helping Zoem drink some more tea.


“I can’t do it alone. I can’t. I need the help of Briar and Caya,
and the backup of the military forces.” Her eyes shiny, Zoem looked up at them,
her expression contrite. Her skin, pale and shimmery, gave her an iridescent
glow…otherworldly. Neenja knew Zoem was stronger than anyone else, in a way,
but right then, she wanted to wrap her arms around her and hide her from all
evil—present, past, and future.


“You have us here to help you.” She looked up at Caya and Briar.
“Right?”


“Absolutely.” Caya nodded calmly. 


“Spinner to Commander KahSandra.” A familiar voice startled them
all for a moment.


“KahSandra here,” Neenja said after tapping her communicator. “Go
ahead.”


“I have found the missing package. All accounted for and intact.”
Spinner clearly was aware of the potential for widespread incursions. 


Caya put her hand over her mouth. “Thank the Creator.” She closed
her eyes and then smiled. “And now I sense them.”


“As do I,” Briar said, smiling broadly.


“KahSandra to Spinner. Fantastic news. Look forward to, um,
deliverance.”


“Rendezvousing with you once we get your coordinates. Spinner
out.”


As if strengthened by the good news, Caya and Briar suggested
they all interlink via them and Zoem. Neenja was worried Zoem might not have
enough stamina left to facilitate such a thing, but Zoem sat up and finished
her tea. By the time they were locked in a combined interlink, Neenja felt as
if she was in a dark space where she could communicate with the three changers
without words. Trying not to panic about this unorthodox meeting, she listened
as they started mapping out a plan. As it turned out, it was easier to get a
point across when no one had to wait their turn or ask to speak. All they did
was think about their own opinion and suggestion, and the others registered it.
Thus, it took them only half an hour to devise a plan.


When Caya brought them out of the “inward meeting,” as Neenja
called it in her mind, her communicator beeped again.


“Spinner to KahSandra. We’re pulling up behind you.”


“Good, Spinner. I’m sending Briar to your vessel to explain the
plan. If Admiral Caydoc is in favor, we’ll take the lead into the creature’s
lair.”


“I hear you. Sending over a vertical transport tube as we speak.”


Something thudded against the hull outside the hatch. 


“Oh, transport tubes,” Briar said brightly. “I like those.”


“Good thing Briar is coming over,” Spinner added via the
communicator system. “Adina is here too.”


Briar almost broke the sensor when she reopened the hatch. It was
clear how eager she was to join Adina, but before she entered the transport
tube that sat next to the opening, she turned to Caya. “Keep a channel open,
sis,” she said. “You know my life will be worthless if I can’t take you home in
one piece to Thea.”


“I know. Go on. I’ll be fine. And the sooner we do this, the
sooner we all,”
she added, obviously emphasizing the word for Zoem’s benefit, “can get on with
our lives.”


Neenja looked over at Zoem. Was it just her, or did Zoem shimmer
even more intensely than before? Neenja took Zoem’s hand and examined the skin.
She looked flawless, except for the understated shimmer inside the cells of
what looked like her hypodermis.


“All of us,” Neenja said firmly.


Zoem merely met her gaze with flames in her irises. “All of us.”


Chapter Twenty-eight

 

 

 


Zoem stood outside the cruiser after it had touched down
behind a mountain approximately two kilometers from the location they now had
designated “the creature’s lair.” The steep sides of the mountains added to the
eerie ambiance. The snow-capped tops described a sharp, jagged edge against the
dark sky, reminding her of an enormous monster’s teeth, perhaps once conjured
up in her childhood imagination. The air was cooling rapidly, but Zoem refused
to let it affect her. 


Around her, Admiral Dael Caydoc directed the effort when it came
to her subordinates, following the plan hatched aboard the cruiser. 


“You ready?” Neenja walked up to Zoem. “Soon, in place, and they’ll
be outfitted with their hoverskids. Do you want one? The learning curve for
operating one isn’t that steep.”


“No. Thank you.” Zoem examined the odd-looking board with a stick
by Neenja’s side. “I don’t have time to learn, and I’d slow you down. Now that
I’m better equipped against the chilly night air, I’ll be fine. Besides, the
less I’m distracted, the better.”


“I would imagine so.” Neenja seemed to hesitate and then placed a
hand around Zoem’s neck, stroking her gently. “I can’t say I don’t worry.”


“About me? Or the mission?”


“Both, but mainly about you.” Neenja sucked her lower lip in for
a moment, tilting her head. “You can’t deny that you set out this morning to
sacrifice yourself to save us all. Can you promise that you won’t go into this
with the same mindset?”


“No. Well, yes, in a way. I don’t want to die. But I will if that’s the only
way to take the creature out, along with its disciples.”


“What do you mean, disciples?” Neenja stopped caressing Zoem and
instead pulled her closer. Lowering her voice, Neenja asked, “You haven’t
mentioned that word specifically before.”


“It didn’t originate with me. I picked it up from Caya’s mind
when we were interlinked earlier.” Frowning, Zoem tried to figure it out. “You
mean, this is new to you as well? Hasn’t Caya shared this fact?”


“No, she hasn’t. Damn it, we have to talk to her before we move
out.” Taking Zoem’s hand, Neenja pulled her along so fast, Zoem couldn’t keep
up. Without thinking about it, she let herself rise a few centimeters off the
uneven ground.


“What the…” Glancing at her, Neenja snorted. “Oh. Really?”


Zoem merely shrugged. They reached Caya and Briar, who were
involved in a wordless discussion, holding each other’s hands as well. Next to
them, Dael and the other senior officers stood perusing their tablets and
checking their gear.


“Break it up, ladies. We have to ask you something.”
Irreverently, Neenja tapped Briar on the shoulder. “We have a budding
situation.”


Looking dazed for a few seconds, Briar stared at them. “What’s
up?”


“Zoem?” Caya blinked. 


“Listen, please.” Zoem placed her hands on the sisters’
shoulders. “I’m going to speak out loud for the benefit of Neenja and the other
officers. Caya, when we interlinked aboard the cruiser, you kept mentioning the
word ‘disciples’ in the back of your mind. Neenja didn’t pick up on it, but I
did. Did you, Briar?”


“No?” Briar’s eyebrows went up. “I didn’t. What was that about?”
She looked into her sister’s eyes.


“Disciples? I don’t know.” Caya pressed a hand to her forehead.
“I’m not sure, but the word…it actually gives me a headache. I mean, in my
forehead…” She staggered sideways.


“Caya!” Briar grabbed her by her waist, but Zoem still held on to
the shoulders of each of them. “You all right, sis?”


“Yes. It just stings. It—” Caya paled. “Dael. Give me the orb.
I—we—need it.”


Dael opened the ornamented box and unwrapped the protective cloth
around the orb. “Here.”


Caya took it, and Zoem could feel how the diminutive woman
steeled herself against the pain. Raising the orb on straight arms, Caya closed
her eyes. Briar trembled where she stood, but Zoem held them all steady while
trying to follow Caya’s jumbled thoughts. 


A room appeared in Zoem’s mind. Not a cave, but a room that
looked like it could be aboard one of the cubes. A large, rectangle table stood
in the center of the room, with ten men and women on each side. At the head of
the table, yet another woman stood, her arms raised as if in prayer or worship.



Zoem felt Caya’s pain migrate to her own forehead, and, perhaps
emphasized by the orb’s innate power, it made everything in her mind darker.
Breaking the connection, she drew deep breaths. “Disengage the orb. Now.”


Caya lowered it immediately and handed it to Dael, to whom it
wouldn’t be any more dangerous than the rocks around them. 


“Creator,” Briar muttered. “That hurt like hell, sis.”


“I’m sorry. I don’t know why. And now I remember that vision, but
I didn’t before. And I don’t know why.” Caya seemed unsteady, and Dael placed
an arm around her shoulders. Spinner stood on her other side.


“I think I do.” Zoem took in the sight of the courageous people
before her. They were mostly women, but were now also joined by Calagan and
Lieutenant Commander Dodgmer. “Somehow, the power of the Nestrocalder has
reached farther into the capital than we realized, hiding something from Caya
and Briar. As the creature probably never thought I’d be saved, it didn’t
filter anything that could hinder me from reading everything—even their
subconscious thoughts and memories.”


“Sounds plausible,” Spinner said, pulling her upper lip into a
snarl. 


“Thank you for realizing the magnitude of this situation,” Dael
said.


“I didn’t.” Zoem motioned toward Neenja, who stood behind her.
“Neenja did. I had no idea that this information was kept locked away, in a
sense.”


Dael nodded appreciatively at Neenja. “Good job, Commander. Now,
are we all set to move out? It’s dark and will be so for hours, but we have
some distance to travel, and Zoem won’t be able to hide us indefinitely.”


A chorus of “ready, sir” was heard and spread to the other teams
already in position, holding their hoverskids. 


“Excellent.” Dael shifted her gaze to Zoem. “You prepared to do
this? It will be a strain on you.”


“I’m ready, sir.” Certain she wasn’t expecting to salute, Zoem
still stood at attention like the others.


A faint rustle betrayed that a large group of men and women was
ready to move out from the protection of the cruisers sitting next to the
mountain. Zoem heard Dael check with the air support, consisting of twenty
assault craft located over on the planes. They didn’t dare tip their hand about
their involvement to whoever might be monitoring the teams from a distance. 


Zoem assumed her position at the front of the large group, next
to Neenja. After trying to convince Neenja to stay behind her, and losing, Zoem
reluctantly had conceded that she could use the emotional support. Now she
raised her hands and filled her mind with the image of shielding and protecting
the courageous people behind her at any cost. She would provide them with a
barrier of invisibility for as long as she had breath. The creature wouldn’t
know what it was up against, disciples or not. When she was satisfied that the
shield was large enough and working, she gestured for everyone to move forward.
The faint hum of the hoverskids was the only thing Zoem heard from the crew,
but she was fairly certain that the sounds the nighttime wildlife created
drowned it out.


Around them, primates were climbing the mountains looking for
nuts and leaves, chattering and clicking. Some birds came out only at dusk and
stayed active for a few hours, and their singing was beautiful. Occasional
roars echoed, probably from the mountain felines, which were considered
harmless unless you came between a mother and her babies. Insects buzzed, but
at this time of year, no stingers had enough poison to do irreparable harm to
anyone. Strangely, on this planet, certain spiders came out of hibernation in
the winter, and their poison was not to be toyed with. The physicians were
working on a serum to counter the spiders’ poison, which was reassuring. Zoem
was grateful she had found all this knowledge on the databases when she was
still recovering at the hospital and later in the presidential palace. It kept
her from losing her nerve at the thought of her responsibility during the
mission.


The night was clear, the moons lit the east sides of the
mountains, and some of the harmless insects created a natural light along the
ground. Zoem floated effortlessly as she led the crew behind her toward the
creature’s lair. She focused all her energy on the deterrent shield that had
proved so effective against the Nestrocalder before. Once they were in place,
the crew would spread out too much for her to protect all of them. Casualties
were bound to happen, and she hated that thought. Some of the people behind her
would not rejoin their families, yet still they hovered behind her on their
skids—so brave, so determined.


 


***


 


It took them two hours to reach the foot of the mountain where
the creature dwelled with its followers, and perhaps its disciples. They were
gathered behind the large, fallen boulders where Zoem had spied on the creature
earlier. She was still able to maintain a cloak above them, but soon it would
prove impossible. 


“Creator of all things possible in this universe,” Dael murmured.
“You weren’t joking. They’ve made holes into the mountain.”


“Probably thinking the bedrock will protect them from scans and incursions.
Right on the first, damn wrong on the second.” Spinner huffed.


Tapping her communicator, Dael began to issue orders, even though
they all knew what they were supposed to do. Clearly, she wasn’t going to risk
anyone misunderstanding their personal mission. “Team Zero-Five. On my signal,
move northeast and set up behind the old trunks at five-two on the grid.” She
went over to the four teams, making sure they were certain about their
respective assignments. Turning to Adina and Spinner, she said, “And you two
take up the rear of our team, Zero-One. Lieutenant Dodgmer, stay in constant
contact with the assault craft leader. Darmiya, you’re in charge of our gear,
together with Adina. Spinner, Caya, Briar, and Zoem, we will spearhead this
operation by climbing the mountain up to the holes. You need to keep us
invisible for as long as you can, Zoem. Caya and Briar, you will be responsible
for the orb and when to deploy it. Spinner, you’ll be our eyes and ears.”


Spinner raised her crossbow. “My nuclear-based arrows are at your
service. We were all inoculated after the first attacks, so they’re safe for
us. And if they don’t take the creature down, I have other arrows that can
prove more effective.”


More effective than nuclear arrows? Zoem hid a shudder. She
wasn’t certain she had been inoculated at the time Spinner talked about. But
she wasn’t going to waste time by asking, as this might throw off the timeline
for their attack.


“Very well. Admiral Caydoc to the entire crew. Walk in heavenly
splendor. It’s time.”


Zoem felt the deterrent field shift as the teams broke free and
hurried to take their positions. Dael gave her sign for them to follow her.
Zoem floated next to Dael, who was back on her hoverskid like the others.


“Can you sense any movements above?” Dael murmured.


“No, but I can’t be as thorough as I would have been if I weren’t
using most of my strength to shield us. When we’re closer and stationary, I’ll
power down on the deterrent and scan the area.”


“It doesn’t seem like they’ve discovered the ground teams yet,”
Neenja said after glancing down.


“Or they have and are regrouping as we speak,” Dael said quietly.
“Caya? Briar? Can you sense anyone?”


“Yes. I read a multitude of people in the different caves. Or
holes.” Caya moved up to skid along with them. The hole in the middle holds
less souls than the rest. Four humanoids and then something much bigger that I
can’t read accurately.”


“You’ll be able to once we stop and you can deploy the orb,” Zoem
murmured quietly, not wanting to accidentally drown out any sound she might
pick up. “The three of us, together, will be a considerable force.” Zoem
swallowed. She just hoped they’d be enough, but she wasn’t going to tell anyone
that, or let Caya or Briar know about her fears. They would only dishearten the
team, and that could cause them to fail.


Jutting out her chin and clenching her jaws, Zoem kept ascending
while protecting her team. She was here for one purpose: take out the
Nestrocalder and render his disciples and followers harmless.


Glancing at Neenja, who was checking her handheld scanner, Zoem
knew for the first time since she had been taken that she wasn’t alone anymore.
No matter how this ended, someone cared if she lived or died.


Chapter Twenty-nine

 

 

 


The night was growing increasingly colder, and a quick
glance at her wrist unit showed Neenja it was even too cold for the uniforms to
fully protect them. Down in the capital, the temperature was different, much
milder than at this altitude. She allowed herself to futilely wish for being
back in her cabin with Zoem in her arms, just for a moment.


Back to reality, she realized her hoverskid wouldn’t be enough
any longer. The mountain was too steep, so it was time to bring out the
climbing gear from the backpack.


Zoem waited next to them while they all made sure their security
ropes fit through their harnesses. Looking at her, Neenja realized Zoem wasn’t
armed.


“Do you want a sidearm, at least?” Neenja asked in a low voice.


“No need.” Zoem smiled crookedly. 


“I suppose not.” Neenja still wasn’t pleased. “A harness or a
rope?”


“No need.” Zoem chuckled, but her irises were now glowing almost
white. Was that because they were closing in on the creature? 


Gazing up, Neenja estimated they had about twenty meters left to
go at a twenty-five-degree angle. The mountainside held many nooks and fissures
for climbers to attach their nails or cams. She hoped they could rely on the
cams, which squeezed into the fissures soundlessly. A nail had to be shot or
hammered into the bedrock, and that process was loud no matter how you looked
at it.


They began moving up the mountain. Glancing down, Neenja made
sure nobody was falling behind or struggling. She was uncertain how much
climbing the others had done, but so far, they were doing all right.


Zoem was hovering just outside the team, keeping the shield up
and, on Dael’s orders, ready to help anyone losing their footing. Especially
Caya and Briar were indispensable for the mission to succeed, as was the
backpack holding the orb, which Dodgmer carried to make it easier on the Lindemay
sisters.


Neenja pushed a new cam into a narrow crack and was tugging at it
hard to make sure it was safe, when distant shooting erupted.


“This is it, people,” Dael said in a hushed tone. “We have about
five meters to go. While they’re engaging the enemy from below and drawing
their fire, we’re taking the first hole.”


Neenja knew the first hole was in a forty-five-degree angle below
and to the left of the creature’s lair. After they seized the people in the
first hole, and they had to do it quickly, they had to deploy their own three
changers and the orb. If the Nestrocalder found its bearings, they had no idea
what countermeasure it was capable of.


Neenja and Dael climbed fast, followed by Dodgmer and Spinner.
With the others right behind them, they reached the first hole, or manmade
cave, only minutes later. Raising her weapon, Neenja lowered the strength of
her nighttime vision goggles, as she didn’t want to risk being blinded by
weapons’ fire. Next to her, Spinner raised her crossbow, and the damn thing
looked every bit as lethal as it was.


“Zoem,” Neenja whispered. “Keep the shield around the Lindemay
sisters and yourself as agreed. I can’t stress how important that is.”


“Will do.” Zoem was closer than Neenja realized, as it turned out
she had already followed orders. This meant that Neenja was outside the
protective deterrent, and so were the others.


“Go, go, go!” Dael whispered and climbed over the edge.


The malevolent changers and regular people present in the first
cave never stood a chance. Using mainly stun ammunition and arrows, the team
had nineteen people on the ground of the cave, tied up and gagged, in a few
minutes. 


“We can’t know if anyone of them is telepathic and able to
transmit to the creature,” Neenja said. “We have to hurry.”


“I have that taken care of. They’re asleep.” Zoem showed up on
the edge of the hole. “You can go on. Give me the sign when it’s our turn.”


“All right. Good thinking, Zoem.” Dael nodded approvingly. “Come
on. Time to find the one we came to stop.”


Neenja ran to the cave opening and tugged at her rope. It seemed
secure, and she flung herself upward, not about to waste time waiting for
anyone or attaching any more cams.


“Wait,” Dael snarled. “Use your head, Commander. We can’t go in
half-cocked.”


Neenja knew Dael was right, but her hatred for the monster that
had taken Zoem and damn near destroyed her life was hard to mellow.


“Let me help you.” Zoem’s voice floated at them from behind. She
was pushing Briar and Caya in front of her as she soared up the mountain wall.
When she reached the others, she nudged them gently along their ropes. When
they were a little more than a meter from the opening, she stopped. Reaching
for Dodgmer’s backpack, she gave it to Caya, who gently took out the orb. Then
Zoem returned the backpack with the box to Dodgmer, who strapped it back on. 


“Once we engage the orb and ascend, my ability to keep the shield
on will be gone,” Zoem said. “We’re ready. Just give the word, Admiral.” She
nodded at Caydoc.


Dael looked down at the mayhem taking place at the foot of the
mountain that was lit by a greenish light. Neenja followed her gaze, and to
her, it looked like their people were holding their own.


“All right. This is it. Go!” Dael and the non-changer people on
the climbing team pressed themselves flat against the mountain and held onto
their ropes as Zoem, Caya, and Briar ascended. 


Neenja clenched her teeth so hard her jaws protested. Zoem was
disappearing out of sight, and so were the Lindemay sisters. 


Dael was right. This was it.


 


***


 


Zoem used her ability to help tug Caya over the edge to the side
of the hole. Inside, it wasn’t as round as it had looked from the top. Briar
and Zoem were already on their feet in front of her, the former with her
sidearm raised. Caya irreverently held the orb under her left arm as she raised
her weapon with her right hand.


Once Caya found her bearings, she immediately noticed the stench.
Something very old, musky, and…sour, like molded fruit, permeated the air. More
sensitive than most, Caya had to swallow hard to keep from gagging. She wished
they’d thought to don masks, but that would make it more difficult to sense
things.


“I can’t get a read, Caya,” Briar whispered. “You?”


“Wait.” Not ready to use the orb yet, Caya closed her eyes
briefly and scanned the closest area. When she saw the creature clearly, she
nearly backed up against the cave wall but realized in time that it was a
vision, not its actual presence—not yet. It moved with jerky movements and
darted farther into the mountain. There it pulled something out from its dusty,
black cloak. An old-fashioned book of sorts, which it seemed to read, following
vertical lines with its hidden fingers. The vision stopped, and Caya opened her
eyes. Briar kept guard, but Zoem had clearly followed Caya in her vision.


“Not more than a few minutes ago,” Zoem said. “I don’t know if
you have a way of determining time in your visions, but following you, it
wasn’t hard for me.”


A sound behind them made them all flinch, but it turned out to be
the rest of the team.


“The fighting below is intensifying. I’m going to call in the
assault craft as soon as you have eyes on the creatures. Team Zero-three has
taken out all the ones dwelling in the hole in the lower left corner. The
others are being hammered constantly. The teams have yet to come across obvious
changers though.” Dael remained by the edge and gave the orders for the assault
craft to get airborne and be prepared to deploy.


Caya, now reassured that they had enough conventional firepower
without her having to wave her gun around, holstered it and took the orb
between her hands. “Let’s go farther in. We can’t do much hanging around here.”


“Let me go first. I’ll use my deterrent to block its view. It
might know we’re here already, but if it can’t see us…” She shrugged.


“Good. Do that.” Spinner came up behind them, and so did Neenja
and Dodgmer. The rest of the team held back and would create a second wave if
they required backup. 


Dael hurried up to walk next to Spinner. “You didn’t think you
could leave me behind, did you?” she murmured.


“Of course not,” Spinner said calmly.


Caya and Briar walked beside each other, just behind Zoem. The
cave stretched far into the mountain, obviously entirely manmade somehow. The
walls were smooth, except where large pieces had fallen during whatever
drilling process had taken place.


It became increasingly damp, and the stench grew viler as they
approached a slight turn. Zoem stopped and held up a hand.


Caya heard it then. A low, gurgling kind of hiss, streaming
toward them rather than echoing.


“It’s the Nestrocalder,” Zoem mouthed, and she had barely
finished her short sentence before a sharp draft of air pulsated, and it stood
there, only a few meters away.


Caya sensed, rather than heard, the aiming of weapons behind her.
She knew they were all still behind Zoem’s cloaking power, but there it was,
the towering Nestrocalder, at least three meters in height, wearing a dusty,
black cloak or cape. It was hard to tell.


“Fuck,” Dodgmer whispered under his breath.


“It’s time.” Zoem moved her hands and lowered her deterrent,
which gave Caya proof that even if the creature had sensed them, it hadn’t been
able to actually see them until now, as it did flinch.


Caya used the creature’s momentary shock and raised the orb over
her head. Immediately, Briar and Zoem placed firm hands on her shoulders and
pressed down. 


“I see,” the creature hissed, its voice still making a gurgling
noise, as if its vocal chords had begun to decay a long time ago. “Welcome,
Zoem. You return, my daughter of the heart.”


“Ahhhhh…” Zoem began to hum, and the sound rose to a chant.


“Stop that…” The creature took a step closer, and the crunching
sound was as sickening as his odor. How the hell had anyone managed to smuggle this on one of the
ships? The stench should have been reason for suspicion immediately.


Zoem kept chanting wordlessly. Caya knew this was not up to her
and Briar. She let the orb spin faster, and flashes emerged and pinged off the
walls. It emitted all sorts of colors, and Caya had never managed that quality
of the orb before. “Nestrocalder,” she called out. “Your days of hurting the
Gemoconian people are over. Your life has run its course, and your time is up.”


The Nestrocalder clearly recovered quickly. A ghoulish laugh
whistled from within the cloak, and it took one more step closer.


“Zoem. You can’t expect these little girls to save you. Your
destiny is intertwined with mine, and your place is by my side. If you search
your heart, you know this to be true.”


Zoem’s voice reached a shrill tone. It reverberated around the
cave, and the creature raised what looked like a bony arm under the cloak, as
if to protect itself.


“Stop that! Stop it at once!” The Nestrocalder screeched. “You
are my betrothed. You must obey.”


Muted gasps from behind reached Caya. The orb was now spinning a
good half meter above her raised hands. “Nestrocalder,” she said. “You were but
a mere boy when a creature such as you are now grabbed you and began molding
you into its image.” Caya’s visions became clearer with each spin of the orb,
each squeeze around her shoulders by Briar and Zoem. 


Caya saw a little boy playing outside an old cottage that still
looked newly built. He was perhaps four years old and used long sticks and a
colorful fabric to create something, perhaps a kite. A woman came out on the
porch and called him over.


“Payem? Is that my towel?” The woman, yes, his mother, smiled at
him. “What have I told you?”


Little Payem stood and kicked at the gravel in the yard. “To ask
first,” he muttered, but then he looked up with a cheeky grin on his dirty
face.


“Exactly, and when I tell you to do that, I mean every time,
sweetheart,” his mother said, clearly trying to hide a smile.


“May I keep the towel, Mother?” Payem asked anxiously.


“This once, since it’s already dirty—oh!” Payem’s mother gaped and
staggered backward as a dark shadow appeared. A tall figure, dressed in a black
cloak, seemed to materialize from nowhere. It grabbed the boy, and something
happened to him and made him slump in the horrible grip of the creature. It
hissed at the mother, and a green-tinted vapor sprayed from its hood. Another
spray set fire to the little house, and only the terrified screams showed that
other people, other children
were left in there to die.


As the creature twirled and begin to fade away with the boy in its
arms, Caya heard a low, guttural laughter, and in her vision, it was definitely
female.


Caya opened her eyes and knew she had transmitted the vision to
the ones in the cave that were able to see it. That meant Zoem and Briar—and
the Nestrocalder.


The orb still spun and sung above Caya’s hands. She kept it
going, as she had a feeling it was the only thing holding the Nestrocalder
back. But looking over at it, she could tell something had changed. Where it
had been terrifyingly lethal before, it now shivered and seemed to shrink, if
only marginally.


“Little Payem,” Zoem said mildly. “He didn’t stand a chance. You
didn’t stand a chance when that female Nestrocalder came for you. You were only
about four, weren’t you? Do you remember any of it? How afraid you were? How
frightened your mother was? And how that creature burned her, the house, and
everyone in it to the ground.” Then, Zoem’s voice hardened. “And you repeated
that cycle with me. After being under your predecessor’s power for centuries,
perhaps, you needed another young person. So you stole me from my family. You
committed the same crime that was done to you. I remember you being near me
before and claiming we were betrothed. I don’t know where you got that idea,
because you repulse me.”


“No. It is not true,” the creature wailed. “That saga. The Seer
just placed it in my head. It is not true.” 


Zoem let go of Caya and walked two steps closer, raising her
hand. “Kneel,” she said, her voice grave and booming. “Kneel!”


The creature whimpered but seemed to struggle against the
command. 


Caya walked over to Zoem, despite her sister’s cry. “No, Caya!
Don’t!”


Chapter Thirty

 

 

 


Spinner stood next to Dael and watched in terror-filled awe
how the fragile-looking women stood shoulder to shoulder, commanding the sputtering
creature in front of them. Now Briar joined them, which made Adina gasp.


“Kneel, kneel, kneel,” the three changers chanted, and the orb
spun wildly above them, shooting enough sparkles and flashes to make the
onlookers’ eyes hurt.


The Nestrocalder raised its hands and screeched over and over.
Its knees bent, but not on the ground, it huddled there. Then it began to
mutter words, and the fine dust on the floor of the cave began to stir.


“Watch out!” Dael shouted over the changers’ chanting. “Protect
your eyes.”


Briar, who seemed less involved with the chant, acted quickly. As
a virtual sandstorm began to brew, she pulled disinfectant sheets from her
breast pocket and handed them to the others. Caya and Zoem took them with
jerking movements and placed them over their faces.


Noticing Briar’s actions, the rest of the team did the same. They
weren’t as effective as a protective mask, but they helped, and it was possible
to see through the mesh of the sheets.


“I will not have you fool me, little girl,” the Nestrocalder
roared, waving its upper extremities so wildly that his hood fell back. 


“Creator of all thing…” Dodgmer whispered next to Spinner. “What
the hell?”


The creature had to be ancient. Wrinkled, pasty grey skin hung
around its skull like draped curtains. Where the eyes should have been, they
saw only black holes with glowing dots in the center. Spinner swallowed against
the threatening bile. 


The skin around the nose area was missing. Sharp edges of the
nasal bone protruded, and underneath, meaty, sagging lips revealed a few
rotting teeth.


Zoem and Caya had stopped chanting. Perhaps they were as shocked
at the sight of the creature as the rest of them. Spinner wanted to avert her
eyes, but it was as if she were hypnotized. She couldn’t stop looking. 


“You poor boy,” Zoem said. “You should have been given the chance
to live your life with your family, have a spouse and perhaps children of your
own. Instead the previous Nestrocalder took that away from you—like you later
tried to do to me. I pity you.” Her voice was melodious and did indeed express
empathy. She wasn’t spouting empty words.


Another screech, and the Nestrocalder was on its, or his, knees.
“I…am not…” 


Dael signaled to the rest of the team to take up position in a
semicircle around their changers and the creature. Weapons ready, they were
able to safely remove the sheets over their faces, as the dust was beginning to
settle.


Zoem walked up to the Nestrocalder and looked into the horrible
eyes. “Yes. You are that boy. Little Payem, who played with a kite three
hundred years ago. You are he, and before you, that Nestrocalder was also taken
in ancient times. The cycle has to stop.”


“My duty,” the Nestrocalder breathed. “Take over these worlds,
inhabited by the lesser breeds…”


“Little Payem, you were a changer and had not found out yet. The
former creature saw how powerful you could be and stole you. It killed your
family, like you did mine. It must stop. You have poisoned so many changers,
turned them into malevolent creatures even if it wasn’t in their nature. That,
also, must cease.”


Spinner exchanged glances with Dael. She was pale but held her
weapon steady. Spinner took one step closer to her, knowing if something went
awry from here, Dael would be her priority. Briar and Caya had Adina. Zoem had
Neenja. Darmiya had Pamas. The rest of the team would shield each other.


Caya now approached the creature with her orb. It rotated slower
now and glowed, rather than shooting sparkles. “I take it you know me, little
Payem, and that I’m the Seer, in charge of the orb.”


“Damn you,” the Nestrocalder growled, but its voice had grown
weaker. “I cannot work against two supreme changers. It is not fair to ask that
of me.” Sorrow had crept into its voice, and it began to sag to its side. “My
followers will need to continue this struggle, this fight. I am too old, too
tired now.” The creature pointed at Zoem with a trembling, bony hand. “But you
can still be my betrothed. Assume this power before it dwindles from me. Live
on as a supreme changer Nestrocalder. Place the humanoids where they belong, in
servitude, in slavery, as it should be. Use the surviving clones made in your
honor to rule. They are your children, Nestrocalder.” The sentences appeared to
drain what life was still in the horrifying body of the Nestrocalder. “You
still can.”


“No. This is it. You’re dying and have been for quite some time.
No changer magic will be able to cure you, because the ones that could do it
are here, and we want little Payem to finally reach peace and join his family
in the afterlife, if there is such a thing. Payem deserves our empathy, and he
has it. Let him through, because I sense the boy inside you.”


“No…no, no.” The creature was indeed now on his knees. “I know of
no Payem, no boy. You cannot ask that of me. So many years have passed, and
such a child would be long gone.”


“Payem,” Caya called softly. 


“Payem, join us. We will show you the way,” Briar said, and her
caring, empathic voice finally broke the Nestrocalder. It wailed and fell onto
its side. When it opened its horrible mouth the next time, something sounding
like a small child spoke.


“Where am I going?” 


Spinner moaned and wanted to close her eyes and rid her senses of
the macabre scene. 


“You’re finally free, Payem. Free to go home,” Zoem said. She
stood so regally, only a meter away from the crumbling creature. “Close your
eyes. I will assist you.”


“What?” Neenja said in a deep voice. 


“There. Close your eyes, child.” Zoem moved her hands slowly in a
circle that gradually began to morph into the figure eight.


“What’s she doing?” Dodgmer whispered.


“No clue,” Spinner replied, making sure her crossbow was ready to
engage.


“That’s it, child. Close your eyes and remember your family back
in those happy days when you built kites and played in the yard.”


“It’s dark,” the Nestrocalder’s version of a child’s voice said
hesitantly. 


“I know, but it’s not dangerous. You’ll be fine. You will be
safe.”


“No…” The voice that used to be Payem’s whimpered.


“Yes. Go on.” Zoem moved her hand in smaller and smaller twin
circles, against each other, toward each other.


“Yes. I’ll go…Mama…” The voice faded, and all that was left was
the Nestrocalder, breathing slowly and heavily.


Zoem suddenly pushed her hands together, and Caya and Briar
slapped their hands against her shoulders, Caya with the orb shining a bright
silver, which Spinner had never seen before.


The Nestrocalder began futilely clawing at its neck, arching its
back, and finally slumping back into a surprisingly small heap of moldy, dirty
fabric.


“Dear Creator,” Dodgmer said as he exhaled next to Spinner. “She,
they, strangled it.”


That explanation simplified what their changers had done but
wasn’t untrue either.


Dael stepped forward and pulled at the disgusting fabric. Only
brittle bones remained where the imposing, terrifying Nestrocalder had once
stood. It was gone. The child it had once been had hopefully found peace.


“Damn it.” Dael took a few unsteady steps backward until she
leaned against Spinner’s chest. “She, they…they did it. Saved us.” Slapping her
communicator, she hurried toward the cave opening. “Ground teams, report!”


“Sir! All the caves except the top ones have been evacuated. We
can’t detect any changers or regular people up there, but something is moving.”


“Thank you. The Nestrocalder has been destroyed. The movements up
there can be partially or fully formed clones resembling Zoem Malderyn. We
cannot risk any of them reaching the capital or any part of our new territory.”
Dael turned to Dodgmer. “Commander. Send in the assault craft as soon as we’ve
evacuated this cave.”


“Aye, sir.” Saluting, Dodgmer began issuing orders over his
communicator.


“I suppose it’s time for the horizontal transporter tubes,”
Spinner said with a groan.


“Yes. Alert the large cruiser. We need to do this fast before
clones of Zoem start dropping down the mountainside. I wouldn’t think they hold
powers like she does, but I’m not willing to take the chance.”


“I hear you.” Spinner began ushering everyone to the opening. 


 


***


 


Zoem stood there, not moving, staring down at the grey bones that
just moments ago had belonged to the Nestrocalder that had been the instigator
of her torment. And Pamas. As if on cue, Pamas wrapped a trembling arm around
Zoem’s shoulders.


“You had no other choice. Once the part of him that was still the
boy he’d once been was gone, he was a husk of a being.” Pamas squeezed her
gently. “Your actions were humane—which was more than it, I mean he, deserved.”


“Payem was like me. And I could have become like this…” Motioning
toward the bones, Zoem began to crumble. She had exerted herself to such a
degree she could barely see or hear.


“I have her, Pamas. You need to go find Darmiya. She’s in the
back and she’s worried.”


“Thank you, Neenja.” 


Zoem listened to them talk. Neenja lifted her effortlessly, and
she wrapped her arms around her neck. She heard Pamas say something and then
easily recognized Darmiya’s voice as the young woman whimpered and no doubt
hugged the scared woman who had been in the malevolent changers’ and the
creature’s captivity for so many years.


“I killed it. Him.” Zoem hid her face against Neenja’s neck.


“Yes. It was the only thing you could do. I’m so proud. So
grateful.” Neenja hugged her gently to her solid frame.


“Grateful?” Zoem’s tired mind didn’t understand.


“Sure. Grateful that you’re alive, that you didn’t feel you had
to sacrifice yourself. And, yes, grateful that the Gemoconians now have a
chance for a future.”


Zoem pressed her lips behind Neenja’s ear. “Me too.” She felt the
chilly night air as they stood close to the opening of the cave. It made her
shiver, but in a good way. She wanted all the dust from the cave and, yes, the
stench of the creature to blow away. “It talked about surviving clones.” 


“Dael and Dodgmer are dealing with those, if there are any,”
Neenja said lightly. Too lightly. 


Zoem knew some did exist. Did they all look like her, or were
some from the other four prisoners?


“Will they do it fast? I couldn’t bear it if—”


“Shh. Yes. Very fast.”


And that, too, had to be done. Zoem knew this, intellectually
speaking, but in her heart, she wasn’t sure. Were these clones like children?
Or mindless automatons? Or horrible, ghastly monsters like the Nestrocalder?
She doubted either of them would ever know.


“They have to get all of them,” Zoem said, now weeping from sheer
fatigue against Neenja’s shoulder. “All at once.”


“They will. Just close your eyes. We’ll go together in the tube.
I won’t leave you alone.”


Zoem knew this was true. Out of the corner of her eyes, she saw something
flicker past her and held on harder to Neenja’s neck. Soon she was enveloped in
a transporter tube and sucked sideways into the cruiser’s belly.


Chapter Thirty-one

 

 

 


Darmiya stood among the other team members at a safe
distance, gazing up at the large holes the Nestrocalder and his followers had
drilled into the mountain. Grabbing binoculars from her pocket, she looked up
at the top holes, where rumors had it the surviving clones were kept. She saw
no movement, but that didn’t mean they weren’t kept farther in. They had to be
dealt with, but it hurt Darmiya to think about the approaching assault craft
and their mission.


“Come here,” Pamas said and wrapped her arm around Darmiya. “It’s
horrible. There’s no other way, but it’s still awful.”


“Aren’t they life forms? I mean, even if they grew them in pods?”


“That’s debatable and the reason why cloning is forbidden and
punishable by life in prison.”


Darmiya sighed and then flinched as she heard the approaching
assault craft. They arrived in formation and lined up facing the top caves.
Darmiya heard Dael murmur orders, and then the assault craft began firing. The
barrage of missiles lit up the caves, flames burst forth, and Darmiya was
certain she could hear cries inside.


Bursting into tears, she hid her face against Pamas’s chest. She
wasn’t the only one, she could tell, as she peered at her friends. Caya and
Briar wiped at tears, as did Zoem, where she stood wrapped in Neenja’s arms.
Even the war-hardened soldiers around them looked taken aback. 


“Creator…they’re jumping…” A female soldier Darmiya didn’t know
gasped. “Look.”


Darmiya had to see for herself. Before her, slender, pale figures
fell down the mountainside. Some were on fire, but most were not. Wailing,
screaming, they bounced and spun down the uneven slope.


“Damn it!” Dael pulled her rifle from her back and began running
toward the fallen. Spinner, her crossbow still in her hands, swiftly changed to
bullet-arrows and followed in Dael’s tracks.


“Come on,” Adina said and followed suit. Soon the surviving
members of all the teams were speeding toward the foot of the mountain. 


Darmiya cast a glance at the caves as she ran. They were not
roaring infernos, and nobody else was jumping or falling. Her heart raced as
she leapt across boulders and fallen trunks, her sidearm ready. As she and the
others reached the foot of the steep mountain, Darmiya knew she would never
forget the sight that met them.


Naked female clones, at least twenty of them, lay on the ground.
Some were obviously dead, but at least five of them were moaning and trying to
move. Darmiya slapped a hand over her mouth. 


They all looked exactly like Zoem.


“Creator of all things merciful,” Neenja said, falling to her
knees. Behind her Zoem burst into tears.


“I don’t remember them having hair…” Pamas whispered. “They do
now, and they look just like her.”


“What the hell do we do?” Dael looked uncharacteristically
indecisive. “Mercy killings?”


“I’ll be damned if I put a bullet in them.” Spinner swallowed
spasmodically. “I—”


“Kill…” A guttural sound came from the closest clone. She lay on
her back, which was obvious broken, and looked up at them with Zoem’s amazing
eyes but without her expression. Instead they saw only pain and confusion.
“Kill…me…”


“Wait.” Zoem stepped closer. “This is not on you. Neither of you
signed up for this.” She looked at each one in her team. “Go back to the
cruisers. These…these clones mean us no harm, and it is up to me to assist
them.”


“What do you mean?” Neenja asked, trying to take Zoem’s hand, but
she backed away.


“Trust me. You know by now you can trust me, right?”


“Yes,” Dael said immediately. “What do you plan to do?”


“What is necessary.” Zoem was pale but stood rigid among the
clones now, which made for a macabre tableau that Darmiya knew would return to
haunt her for years to come.


“All right.” Dael looked around her. “Let’s give Ms. Malderyn
some space. Fall back to the cruisers.”


Darmiya held on hard to Pamas’s hand as they retreated. “What’s
going to happen to her?” 


“What do you mean?” Pamas climbed over a log. 


“Afterward. What’s going to happen to her soul no matter what she
intends to do over there?” Climbing the same log, Darmiya nearly fell. Pamas
grabbed her and hoisted her up and across it. 


“I have no idea, but as her friends, we can be there to support her.
That’s all we can do.” Pamas raised Darmiya’s hands to her lips. “Like you did
for me.”


“Yes. Like that.” Darmiya’s tears wouldn’t stop no matter how
much comfort she tried to draw from that thought.


 


***


 


Neenja stood at attention less than ten meters from the fallen
clones and the woman she loved. Zoem looked at her over her shoulder.


“I guessed you wouldn’t join the others by the cruisers,” she
said mildly.


“You guessed right. Do what you have to, but I’m not leaving
you.” Neenja knew she sounded harsh, but she was so concerned for Zoem, her
heart was ready to shatter.


“Very well.” Zoem nodded slowly and then crouched next to the
clone closest to her, the one that had spoken the word “kill.” Zoem placed her
hand on the clone’s forehead. “You are of me. Of my flesh. I’m sorry you had to
be born this way and used in this manner.” Tears began to fall from Zoem’s
eyes. “Go to sleep, dear one. Just close your eyes and sleep. You will be fine.
No more pain. No more confusion. Just sleep.”


Neenja tiptoed closer, not wanting to interrupt, but she couldn’t
stay so far away. As she approached the clone that looked like a blank version
of Zoem, it slumped back, eyes closed and a peaceful expression on the
beautiful face. 


Zoem stood, drawing a trembling breath, and turned to the 
next one. Taking Neenja’s hand, she crouched again, placing 
her free hand on the clone’s forehead. She murmured the same 
words, and Neenja witnessed the life, such as it was, leave the broken body. 


Going from clone to clone, Zoem set the wounded free and made
sure the dead were indeed deceased. When she was done, she sent a glance up
toward the caves. “That little boy, Payem, was a victim when he was taken. When
did that stop and when did he become the monster? How long would it have taken
for me to turn like that?”


“You wouldn’t have,” Neenja said, but she wasn’t sure.


“I could have, very easily.” Zoem turned to face Neenja. “I
didn’t change into a Nestrocalder because I had more gifts and was stronger
than poor Payem and the ones before him.”


“You seem to be able to pull out any changer gift you need at any
given moment. Is there any other changer like you?” Neenja pulled Zoem into her
arms.


“I doubt it. I’ve never heard about one. Perhaps that was its
goal—to have me as the Nestrocalder with all these gifts intact. I would have
been unbeatable.” Shivering, Zoem pressed her lips into a fine line. “I could
have destroyed this world.”


“No. You don’t have a malevolent streak in you.” Neenja shook
Zoem gently, wanting her to understand. “Perhaps he could have brainwashed you,
but I still believe that somewhere you would have persevered.”


“And you are biased.” Zoem smiled gently and rose on her toes to
kiss Neenja. “Now we have to bury these poor girls.”


“Yes. But that’s not
on you.” Neenja tapped her communicator and issued orders for fresh staff to be
brought in to bury the clones. The grave would have to be anonymous and in a
secret place, as their existence was classified.


Beginning to walk back to the cruisers, Zoem said, “Hold on,” and
made them both soar. They floated just above the ground and landed at Dael’s
feet.


“Zoem,” Dael said, cupping her cheeks. “Will you be all right?”


“I think so. It wasn’t as bad as I thought. They wished to die
even before they jumped or fell. They were prisoners in the top caves and were
grossly mistreated. They had no sense of self and knew only basic words. They
stayed huddled together for the most part and had no idea how they came to be
or what was going to happen to them.” Zoem looked over at Caya. “It wasn’t hard
to read them once I touched them.”


“I could see some of what you just described as well,” Caya said,
wiping at her eyes. “Of all the things the creature did, this has to be one of
the very cruelest.”


Neenja kept her arm around Zoem as they finally climbed into the
cruiser to leave the mountains. “We have to go by the governmental building and
spend one night at the presidential palace, but would you like to come home
with me after that?” She could barely breathe as she waited for Zoem’s reply.


Zoem merely nodded. She looked so exhausted, Neenja worried she
might stop breathing from sheer fatigue. 


“All right then.” Neenja’s heart ached as Zoem’s head dropped
onto her shoulder. Falling asleep instantly, Zoem sighed Neenja’s name.


“I love you,” Neenja whispered and kissed the top of Zoem’s head.


“Mm.” Stirring, Zoem tipped her head back and raised what looked
like very heavy eyelids. “Love you too.” And then she nodded off again.


Neenja sat very still, afraid to disturb Zoem, but all she heard
was Zoem’s last words, playing over and over in her mind. Did Zoem mean the
same type of love that Neenja did? Or was it something a person who had been
through hell would say to someone who was also part of the ordeal?


Briar patted Neenja’s knee. “Don’t look so shell-shocked. She
means it.” Briar winked. “And she means it that
way. Relax, Commander.”


Neenja exhaled and leaned back into the seat. She gently pulled
the armrest between her and Zoem out of the way and positioned the sleeping
woman across her lap and onto her shoulder. Holding Zoem against her chest, she
felt every heartbeat within the deceptively frail body and vowed to keep her
safe. She couldn’t promise to make Zoem happy, but she would live by the creed
to never deliberately hurt this amazing woman.


Meaning to only close her eyes for a moment, Neenja fell asleep
instantly. 


Chapter Thirty-two

 

 

 


Caya was relieved to see Thea and her entourage waiting at
the cruiser gate for her. She flung herself into Thea’s arms and hugged her
close. Though she noticed absentmindedly how she muddied Thea’s impeccable
ice-blue dress, she couldn’t care less. 


“Child,” a faint voice said from behind her, and Caya turned to
see Fleet Admiral Helden Caydoc sitting in her hoverchair. Her body had been
ravaged by a severe stroke years ago, but her mind was still razor-sharp.


“Helden has been at my side while you were on your mission,
darling,” Thea said. “She is of course eager to make sure that Dael is all
right.”


Dael was Helden’s granddaughter and had also been Pamas’s commanding
officer before the malevolent changers had taken Pamas back on Oconodos.


“She’s fine,” Caya now reassured Helden. “So is everyone else, at
least physically.”


“I can’t even begin to imagine,” Thea said. “I’ve had only
rudimentary reports, but the last part of them were all horrific.”


Caya stood in her wife’s arms, knowing that right now, everything
was all right in the world. It might well not stay that way, but she refused to
worry before it was necessary. “They were,” she now agreed, regarding the last
part of the mission. “Zoem took the brunt of it. She’s going to need Briar and
me in the upcoming months, perhaps years.”


“And you and your sister will be there, of that I’m certain. I
may be a selfish woman, but right now, I’m just grateful to hold you.” Thea
kissed the hairline on Caya’s forehead. “And don’t expect me to let go just
yet.”


“Ah? You’re going to address the nation with me under your arm?”
Caya snorted.


“If that’s what it takes.” 


Behind Caya, the rest of the team were met by family members and
friends. People buzzed around her, and it was only when Zoem disembarked the
cruiser that every voice around them quieted. Caya observed with apprehension
how Zoem and Neenja came to a stop in the center of the gate area.


Zoem gripped Neenja’s arm harder, wrinkling the uniform jacket
under her hands.


Thea placed Caya close in front of her and then began applauding.
Little by little, the others joined in, and soon the applause grew to a
thunderous level. Zoem stood as if nailed to the floor, staring around her with
large, glistening eyes.


Caya clapped until her palms hurt. If it hadn’t been for the
young woman they’d rescued from the cave full of clones, they never would have
beaten the Nestrocalder. He would have turned Zoem eventually and thus created
the most powerful of all changers to do his bidding. Then, the cycle could have
repeated endlessly.


After the applause died out, and Zoem was blushing a distinct
crimson, another hover chair showed up at Caya’s side. Korrian took her hand
and raised it to her lips. “Hello, sweetheart.”


“Korrian!” Caya bent and hugged Korrian tight. “And Meija.” She
kissed Meija’s cheek. “It’s amazing to see you looking so good, sir,” Caya
said, knowing just from that hug that Korrian was on the mend and would regain
her health. She hadn’t actively tried to read Korrian, but the woman’s relief
and happiness of recuperating spilled over on its own.


“Thanks to Zoem, you, Briar, and Meija.” Korrian smiled. “And
thank the Creator that you’re back. All of you.”


“Yes. It was quite the ordeal,” Caya said, hearing how hollow her
voice became. 


“You don’t have to tell us anything,” Meija said kindly. “We can
read about it in your after-action report, when you have time to file one.”


“In a day or two.” Caya leaned against Thea. “Do you have tons of
stuff to do, or can we go home?”


“Sure, we can. I have a large hovercar waiting for you, Zoem,
Neenja, the Caydocs, and the Vantressas. When I heard all of you were
returning, I had the staff get rooms ready.”


Briar came over, hand in hand with Adina. After hugs and embraces
were exchanged, Briar agreed that gathering the key players at the same
location for debriefing was a good idea. 


As Zoem and Neenja joined them, followed by Pamas and Darmiya, it
was as if an unexpected calm settled among them. Caya examined it stealthily,
together with Briar, and they exchanged glances. Pamas and Darmiya were finding
their balance, but when it came to Zoem and Neenja, a lot of issues were still
unresolved. Neenja’s protectiveness was obvious, but Zoem, as they had come to
expect, was deflecting it. She was clearly fatigued and would need rest and
sustenance as soon as possible.


As they stood silently, merely allowing the notion to hit home
for all of them that they had lived through the showdown with the Nestrocalder
and his followers, Caya felt the stirring of another thought.


“We’re not done yet,” she said slowly, glancing at Zoem. “We
haven’t apprehended all the Nestrocalder’s followers yet.”


“I’ve thought of that as well,” Neenja said.


Thea nodded grimly. “I daresay we will have to be swift about it
while we have leverage to use against the followers that are now in custody.”


Caya closed her eyes, hugging herself. As expected, Briar placed
a hand on her back, rubbing gently. Another hand, Zoem’s, gently cupped Caya’s
shoulder. Images whirled. She tried to stop them, to see them more clearly, but
they spun, faster and faster. “Damn it. Zoem, help me,” Caya moaned. “I’m
honestly too tired to do this alone.”


“Give it to me.” Zoem’s voice was husky, and she sounded just as
exhausted as Caya felt. “Let them flow to me.”


Relieved, but also feeling guilty for unburdening herself onto
someone who had just been through hell, Caya let the images stream from her to
Zoem but didn’t break the connection when she was done. Instead, she found it
easier to sort the impressions the flickering images created. Leaning into the
touch of her loving sister and the greatest among changers they had found in
Zoem, Caya was able to interpret the imagery.


“Listen,” Zoem said.


“Yes, listen.” Caya held the same, low tone as Zoem did.


“The closest followers that planned every attack upon our people
are among the ones in custody now, or dead from the exchange of firepower. Even
the one called Grand Superior.” Zoem sighed. 


“Yes, and we must identify her, as she was the link to Thea,”
Caya said, taking over. “However, the one they refer to as Number One is still
at large, and we need to find her if we’re going to keep the Gemoconians safe.
It is vital.”


“I see her attempting a suicide attack against either our
governmental building or, once again, the hospital in cube eleven.” Zoem was
gasping for air now. 


Concerned, Caya opened her eyes. “Zoem?”


“She’s exhausted too.” Briar took Zoem’s free hand in hers. “Go
on, Caya.”


Closing her eyes again, Caya found the imagery Zoem had just
referred to. “I see her. She is—wait—I recognize her.” Snapping her head up and
her eyes open again, Caya turned to Thea. “I know who the Number One among the
Nestrocalder’s followers is. You know her too.”


Thea held Caya’s shoulders gently. “Tell me. Just tell me, and
let’s put a stop to this madness instantly.”


Caya nodded. Glancing at Zoem, she straightened up, digging for
the tiny amount of strength she had saved. “Gather a team. This woman isn’t a
mere changer. She is more dangerous than we ever thought.”


 


***


 


Briar looked at Adina, and her heart hemorrhaged until she
thought it might stop. “I’m so sorry, my love,” she whispered, having been on
the receiving end of Zoem’s and Caya’s revelation. “Oh, Adina.”


“What? Why are you…?” Adina paled so fast, she lost her balance
and fell to her knees. Briar sank down next to her, hugging her. Thankfully,
the presidential guardsmen had ushered everyone else away from the cruiser
gate, and the only ones present around her were the people within Tylio’s inner
circle. And among them, the three changers were now regarding her with such
empathy, it made her blood cool to barely measurable degrees. “Briar?”


Instead, it was Caya, her beloved sister-in-law, whom Adina
adored, who answered. “It’s Shabina. Your mother. She’s Number One.” Tears ran
down Caya’s cheeks as she knelt next to Adina on the floor. “I know you’ve been
keeping your distance from your family since we arrived, but it’s still such a
painful thing to say.”


“Surely, you’re mistaken. You have to be.” Adina knew she was
begging, but she couldn’t stop herself. “Please, little sister, tell me that
you’re wrong.”


Zoem joined them on the floor. “I sense a double nature with your
mother, Adina. She is on one hand the great matriarch that she wants to be,
very much. Then there is the radical, deeply discontented woman who resents
those who banned her religious beliefs on Oconodos. The same people,
incidentally, that went after the malevolent changers with threats of
incarcerations, internment, and prisons.” Zoem stroked Adina’s hair with
careful fingertips. “This woman, Shabina Vantressa, wants everything done her
way and is beyond compromise. We have to find her before she hurts herself or
anyone else.”


“Creator.” Adina couldn’t stand. She tried, but it took Briar and
Dodgmer to pull her up. She had served with Dodgmer for so many years, who had
saved her life back on Oconodos during a demonstration that went awry when
malevolent changers moved in. Was that Shabina’s doing? Was she really behind
the plans to sabotage the ones trying to reach their new home? Could this all
be true? “I can’t believe it,” she murmured, but just as she voiced her
disbelief, something that flickered within her put down roots in her mind. Her
mother’s constant complaining, her affinity for being the one in charge, the
great matriarch and spokesperson for her and for her family’s beliefs.
Uncompromising. Unyielding. 


The only one she had not been able to intimidate was…Briar,
Adina’s changer wife. Shabina had folded and retreated when Briar took her on
at the hospital on cube eleven, when Shabina became a grandmother and insisted
on taking charge of the infant. Shabina was not above twisting the truth and
wielding some much-coveted power. Adina’s stomach twisted in an endless set of
knots. Had Shabina recruited followers within her own family? She was
overbearing and manipulative, but Adina also knew that at least the younger
generations in her family were much more independent and unwilling to follow
anyone blindly—hopefully not even their own matriarch. 


Standing steadier on her feet, Adina raised her chin. “We have
more matters to attend to before we can call it a day.” It didn’t matter how
late it was and how exhausted they were. Shabina needed to be apprehended. The
Grand Superior would be identified. Adina pushed away the urge to crawl into
bed and cover her head. 


“Soon,” Briar said quietly next to her. “Once we’ve done those
two things, everything else can happen in due time. Two more tasks and we can
go hide in one of the lovely guest-room beds at the palace.”


“Thank the Creator for you, Briar.” Adina heard how husky and
damaged she sounded and clung to Briar’s hand. “Without you, there literally
would be no me.”


“I’m just grateful for us being here, alive, together.” Briar
gently shouldered in under Adina’s arm. 


Supported physically and emotionally by the woman she shared her
life with, Adina knew what was rushing toward her would be painful, but with
Briar at her side, she would be all right.


Chapter Thirty-three

 

 

 


Korrian—still in her hover chair—Thea, Meija, and Fleet
Admiral Vayand stood in a semicircle around the woman Caya and Zoem had
identified as the Grand Superior. Furious was not nearly enough to describe how
Thea felt when she regarded the woman, a cabinet member privy to many of their
measures, who stood there calmly. Tall, sinewy, and arrogant, the woman held
her head high. It was hard to imagine that she had been present at every
assembly since Thea had won the presidency years ago. 


“Loma Merebold. You are responsible for more damage than even we
can figure out. Treason, espionage, they’re all capital offences.” Neenja
stepped up to Merebold, slipped a restraint around her wrists behind her back,
and then continued to read the cabinet and assembly member her rights.
“Anything you choose to share when questioned will be held against you. You
have a right to a representative, and you can also choose to act in your own
defense.”


“Defense,” Merebold spat. “I had nothing but Gemocon’s best interests
in mind. I was the only one in this government who understood what had to be
done.” She yanked at her restraints. “We needed someone strong, someone ready
to do what it took to make the tough decisions.”


“You’re insane,” Thea said slowly, her voice lethal. If she could
have avoided giving Merebold due legal process, she would have, but a person’s
right to a fair trial put restraints on her, rather than on Merebold. The woman
had most of the rights on her side, this was true, but Thea knew that the case
against her cabinet member, who was to be replaced at any given moment, was
solid. Once they began digging, hard-copy proof would surface. She turned to
the guardsmen. “Return her to prison. She speaks only with her representative. Nobody
else.”


“Yes, sir. Understood.” The four guards led Merebold out of the
room.


“Guess it’s time for the next one,” Thea said calmly. “Caya asked
to be part of this one, as did Briar. Adina wanted to, but she shouldn’t have
to endure this ordeal. Briar can fill her in later.”


The door opened, and Caya and Briar entered. They walked over to
Thea and flanked her. 


“You sure about this, darling?” Thea whispered to Caya. 


“Yes. We could never read her before, but now, when the
Nestrocalder is dead, he won’t be able to shield her anymore, or any of his
other followers.” Caya pulled her full lips into a snarl. “She’s not going to
be able to slither out of anything.”


“Very well. Bring in Shabina Vantressa.”


It was bizarre to watch the normally stylish woman dressed in
prison garb, a fluorescent green and navy vertical-stripes jumpsuit. Her black
hair was brushed back from her face into a long, sleek ponytail. Shabina’s high
cheekbones, full lips, and dramatic, curved black eyebrows were void of makeup,
but she was still striking.


Thea would never forget Adina’s expression when she learned that
her mother was Number One, in charge of the highest-ranked of the
Nestrocalder’s followers. Adina hadn’t spoken much, but something had dawned on
her after a minute of stunned silence. “She was always so adamant I come back
into the arms of the family, especially after she learned of my position. I’m
not surprised. She couldn’t care less at first when I left home and joined the
military. Once I started becoming successful, she began her campaign. Of
course, I would have been very useful as her puppet.” Grimacing, Adina had
hugged Briar close. “I can’t, and I won’t, have anything to do with her. I
won’t testify, either for her or against her. I won’t.” She squeezed Briar’s
hand. “Keep track of things for me? Is that all right?”


Of course Briar had agreed, but Thea could see that her heart was
shattered for Adina’s sake.


Now, Shabina Vantressa stared hostilely at Thea. “Where’s my
daughter? What’s the meaning of this?” True to her persona, Shabina started
making demands as soon as she stepped into the room.


“Take a seat, Mrs. Vantressa.” Thea pointed to a single chair on
the other side of the table.


“I will not. I demand—”


“You will sit down, and know this: your demands will not be met.”
Thea motioned for the chair. “So park it, Shabina.”


Shabina sat down slowly. “Forgive my outburst, Madam President,
but I have been mistreated horrendously—”


“Stop. Listen to my chief guardsman read the charges against
you.”


“Charges?” Shabina glanced at Briar. “Briar. Red Angel, how can
you let them treat me, your mother-in-law, like this?”


“Listen,” Thea said, and Shabina merely pressed her lips
together, pulling them down at the corners.


Neenja stood. “Shabina Vantressa. You will stand trial for a
multitude of crimes, the more serious ones being treason, espionage, plotting
to commit crimes against the people of Gemocon, and countless murders. After we
received information from our sources, it wasn’t hard to follow up with hard
forensic evidence. You will remain in solitary custody until your trial.”
Neenja looked down at her tablet. “You should be aware that the minimum penalty
for your crimes is life in prison. It would be wise for you to choose a
representative.”


“I need no representative! This is a joke. No, a travesty. Where
is my daughter? Adina! Adina!” Shabina’s voice echoed through the room and then
down the corridor as the presidential guardsmen took her back to the brig. Thea
was grateful that Adina had left the building earlier and didn’t have to listen
to that outburst.


“I suppose that means she’s pleading innocence?” Caya shook her
head. “I understand exactly how she did things now and whom she tasked to do
what. It shouldn’t be a problem to find the hard evidence to tie her to her
crimes. Also, once the changers and non-changers among the Nestrocalder’s
followers realize their leader has been caught and can be read like a book, it
won’t be long before they start trying to cut a deal with the prosecutors.”


Thea was surprised at how calm and assertive Caya sounded, yet
again, it wasn’t very surprising, as Briar was the one hurting right now, and
Caya no doubt felt she had to become the strong one, despite the obvious signs
of fatigue in her eyes.


“Thank you, Caya. Briar. I suggest we adjourn and continue this procedure
tomorrow. Creator knows there’ll be enough to keep us busy.”


“Good idea.” Caya relaxed, which made her stumble, but Thea put
her arms around Caya and Briar and ushered them from the interrogation room.


“Let’s go. Adina is waiting for an update, and I for one need
sustenance and sleep.” Thea knew sleep would be hard to come by. Too many
thoughts, and almost as many fears, plagued her. Had they really incarcerated
all the ones that might do harm? She knew she should trust Caya, Briar, and
Zoem to figure that out.


Zoem. The poor woman had been through too much tonight, and the
upcoming days with debriefings would be hard. But done right, the interviews
regarding recent events might prove to be cathartic for her and the others.


Thea hoped so.


Chapter Thirty-four

 

 

 


Zoem fell into bed, literally. One moment she was standing
in her old room in the president’s residential wing, and the next, she was
sprawled on the bed with all her clothes and her boots still on.


“Let me help you, Zoem.” Neenja, who looked exhausted, took off
her boots and then undressed Zoem as if it was the most natural thing
imaginable. Perhaps it was. They had made love the previous night…was it only
one night ago? It seemed much longer. Crazy.


When Zoem was down to her chemise and panties, Neenja rolled her
over, making her end up under the soft, warm covers.


“I’ll be right with you.” Neenja kissed Zoem’s forehead. “I just
need to check in for potential new orders and let headquarters know that I’ll
be out of commission for at least eight hours. That’s how long I plan for us to
sleep.” She smiled. “That goes for you too.”


“No problem. I’m half dead.” Zoem wanted to curl up and let sleep
claim her, but more than that, she wanted to watch Neenja undress and crawl
into bed with her.


Neenja spoke on her communicator in a hushed tone, then
disconnected after setting a level-two alarm on it. Zoem knew this alarm would
let pages through only from a list of approved people. If any of Tylio’s inner
circle paged Neenja, the communicator would scream like a gingga ghoul. Anyone
else would be directed to her closest subordinate.


Neenja, dressed the same as Zoem, climbed into bed. Snuggling
closer from behind, Neenja could probably tell that Zoem was cold, shivering
perhaps not from the cold, but as an after-effect of her adrenaline-drenched
nerves. In here, she could finally relax. 


Neenja pulled her close and buried her face in Zoem’s hair.


“I thought I’d lost you,” Neenja murmured, her voice vibrating
against Zoem.


“I thought I’d lost you as well,” Zoem exclaimed and pivoted.
Without hesitation, Zoem pressed her face against Neenja’s neck and shoulder.
She pressed her lips there as well, wanting to convey how much she loved her,
even if making love sounded like too much of an effort tonight.


“But we didn’t,” Neenja whispered. “We’re here now. Together. And
we’ll be here tomorrow. Together, I hope?” Growing tense against Zoem, Neenja
spoke so quietly, Zoem had to do a very quick little read to make sure she’d
heard Neenja correctly. It appeared she had.


“I want us to be together too, unless…” Zoem sniffled. “Unless my
potential future notoriety becomes too much of a problem. You didn’t sign up
for having to deal with the press and all my crazy changer abilities.”


“Crazy changer abilities?” Neenja’s smile against Zoem’s temple
was easy to feel.


“You know, most abilities that other changers have—or will have.
I seem to have them in spades, which means that whipping them out if anyone
needs help is a must. I have to help if I’m needed. My actions tonight will attract
attention. Some may call me a savior, and some will no doubt call me a
murderer…” Zoem gasped and pressed herself closer to Neenja. “That’s asking a
lot of you.”


“No, it’s not. Before you, I had nobody. I lived for my work, and
I’m still very proud to be the chief guard, but you showed me that’s not all I
am. It’s not enough being good at my job. Having you in my life, no matter the
circumstances…well, let’s just say that loving you—and I do—makes me happy even
when I’m worried for your safety and your peace of mind.”


Rising on her elbow, Zoem looked down at Neenja, trying to grasp
and believe the amazing words. “You love me?” she whispered, as her voice
seemed to have vanished.


“I do.”


“Neenja!” Throwing her arms around Neenja, she held her so close,
her arms ached. “I love you. I love you so much I can barely find the words.”
Weeping quietly, Zoem felt Neenja’s strong arms around her in return. 


“I have you.” Rocking them both slowly where they lay tangled
with the covers in the center of the bed, Neenja hummed gently.


“Yes, you do. You do have me.” Closing her eyes, Zoem melted into
the embrace and felt as if they had both sunk farther into the soft bed. Zoem
knew she might end up being the most hated woman on Gemocon, or she could
become a national hero. She could live with either of those monikers as long as
Neenja loved her.


And then, miracle of miracles, Zoem closed her eyes and fell into
a dreamless sleep.


 


***


 


Caya clearly found some hidden strength when she entered their
home in the presidential residence. She hurried to the kitchen, prepared a
pitcher of hot herbal tea, and pushed a mug into Thea’s hand when she joined
her in the kitchen area.


“We’ll sleep better,” Caya said as Thea sniffed the contents of
the mug.


“It’s purple.”


“It’s herbal.”


“Purple herbs.” Thea crinkled her nose, which made Caya smile, as
usual.


“Just drink it, Madam President,” Caya said tenderly.


“All right. I’ll down this if you’ll check our messages. I’ll
sleep better if—”


“If you know we’ve already dealt with what we can manage
tonight.” Caya nodded and pulled a tablet closer to her on the kitchen counter.
“Let’s see. No. Not that important. No. No.” She scrolled down the page. “No.
Can wait. Can wait. Can absolutely
wait. And…oh. Oh!”


“What?” Feeling the tension in Caya, Thea rounded the counter and
wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “What’s wrong?”


“Nothing. Nothing’s wrong.” Teary-eyed, Caya turned to Thea and
whispered, “They found them.”


“What? Who? Who found whom?” Thea pushed at Caya’s tears with
careful fingertips. She was gentler with this young woman than she’d been with
anybody else in her entire life.


“The social-service office. They found Miron and Rhosee. They’re
alive and living in one of the large orphanages.” Shaking now, Caya wiped at
her wet cheeks. “I know it’s late and impossible, but part of me wants to go
grab them and bring them home right away.”


“And startle the poor children. It’ll keep until tomorrow. We
will, of course, contact that orphanage. Those children belong with us.”


Caya gaped. “You’re ready to bring them into our home…already?”


“Not tonight. That’s a terrible idea. But tomorrow, I think we
should start the process and first and foremost go to see them.”


Only nodding now, Caya placed her mug on the counter and pulled
Thea into her arms. “Do you have any idea how much I love you?”


“I do. And I love you, darling. I love you more than words can
express.”


Basking in the bright light that was Thea’s love, Caya kissed
her. “An instant family. That is, if they want to stay with us.”


“I think they do.” Caya drew a trembling breath.


“You’ve already foreseen it, haven’t you?” Tenderly, Thea pushed
a long tress of blond hair behind Caya’s ear, smiling now, a broad smile of
relief. 


Caya closed her eyes. “I have. Right now. I suppose I wasn’t in
the right frame of mind earlier. I see us, together…all six of…wait a minute.
Six?” Slowly opening her eyes, she looked at Thea. “Um. That’s more than I can
handle right now. Let’s just say that was one possibility for our future.” 


Thea had to laugh. As tired as she was, and as stressful as the
day had been, she hugged Caya close and chuckled. “The look on your face,
darling. Priceless.”


“No kidding.” Caya snorted. “Now I have a vision that I won’t
want to change one little bit. It’s time for bed.”


“Way overdue.” Thea began to relax further as they walked toward
their bedroom with their arms around each other. Tomorrow, she would have to
make time to go to the orphanage and help Caya fulfil her promise to Miron and
Rhosee. She was uncertain how long the process of bringing the children back to
the residence would be, but it shouldn’t take long, as the need for adoptions
were great. 


As they crawled into bed, Thea knew there had been a great shift
in the way she regarded her duties. The Nestrocalder was gone. His closest
followers were incarcerated or dead. Caya and the others in what she knew
people called Tylio’s inner circle were all alive.


Finally, she would be able to help structure the society they all
wished to build on this idyllic planet. Part of that process was also
determining when to hold new general elections. She would gladly step down and
hand over the responsibility to the first elected president of Gemocon. 


Turning her head, Thea saw how Caya had already fallen asleep,
her long, blond hair spreading over the entire pillow behind her. This
woman…her life’s work, her goals, were still very much in front of her.
Together with Briar, she would hone her skills as a benevolent changer, of that
Thea was certain. The sisters would put their mark on this new world in a
positive, healing way and help keep them safe. 


Thea’s thoughts turned to the other changer, Zoem. She was still
something of an enigma, but she had proved herself many times over. Most
likely, they had only scratched the surface of her gifts. And thus, they all
had to count themselves lucky that Zoem indeed was a benevolent changer and had
not become a Nestrocalder. If that had been the case, it would have been the
end of humanity as they knew it. Instead, they had to help Zoem figure out what
her role in their society was going to be.


Yawning, Thea carefully pulled Caya onto her shoulder and tugged
at the covers. This action created a much-needed nest in the center of the bed,
and sharing that with Caya was all Thea ever hoped for, for the rest of her
life.


“’Night…” Caya murmured.


“Good night, darling.” Thea kissed her wife’s half-open lips.
“Shh. Just sleep.”


Only seconds later, Thea took her own advice.


Epilogue

 

 

 


Six months later


 


Young Simtia stood next to her friends from school, excited that
her class had scored some of the best seats in front of the enormous stage that
had been built on the large plains west of the mountains. Staring at the magic
taking place onstage, Simtia knew that everyone the news networks interviewed
afterward would say they had never seen anything like it—and never expected to
do so again. Simtia had learned that more than a million people stood around
the tall podium. Reassembled from cube one, large screens gave the audience a
perfect view of what took place before them.


The people on the stage stood in two rows, forming a semicircle.
In the center of the first one stood Caya Lindemay, known as the Seer. Above
her raised hands, the Seer’s Orb, an object so mythical that many Gemoconians
doubted its existence, spun and sent out a whistling sound as it shot purple
flashes into the sky. 


“The flashes look like they’re going into space!” someone in the
crowd behind Simtia shouted. The people cheered when the cameras zoomed in on
the faces in the smaller semicircle, closest to Caya.


President Tylio smiled and looked up at the orb. Simtia had read
in one of the magazines her mother subscribed to that the president and Caya
had adopted two orphaned siblings. She had hoped the kids would be with their
new parents on stage, but of course it was smarter to let the little ones be
anonymous.


To the president’s left, Admiral Caydoc stood with CAG Commander
Seclan’s arm around her waist. Former Fleet Admiral Helden Caydoc sat all
regal-looking in her hover chair next to them. Simtia adored these women and
had all the collectible cards with their pictures in a folder at her house. Her
father had nearly finished their traditionalist log cabin, and Simtia had her
own room for the first time since she and her family were saved from Gemosis.
She still had nightmares about being stranded on an island in the middle of a
tsunami-ridden ocean. Commander Seclan, better known by her call sign Spinner,
had crash-landed while trying to rescue them all. Thanks to Spinner and the
Oconodian admiral, who Simtia was sure had fallen for Spinner at first sight,
which was so romantic, they were all hoisted aboard cruiser vessels that took
them aboard the different ships belonging to the advance team. 


Simtia refused to think about the two years in the Loghian
refugee camps where she had stayed with her parents while waiting for Pathfinder to fetch the
surviving Gemosians as promised. Now she instead waved madly at her heroes on
the stage. She would join the military when she turned eighteen in two years,
and then she would find a way to work for Spinner. 


“Isn’t she the cutest ever?” Lomosy, Simtia’s best friend,
shouted, looking entirely starstruck. Simtia knew who Lomosy was pining for—the
most ingenious woman on the stage, standing in the second row of the
semicircle, Darmiya Do Voy. This brilliant young genius, adorable with her
long, curly black hair, had been the reason they all enjoyed so many new, smart
inventions. She was standing very close to the woman next to her, unmistakable
because of her eyepatch—Commander Pamas Seclan, Spinner’s mother whom everyone
had thought was dead. The tabloid press had munched that story up, and even if
Simtia would like to think she was above being influenced by mere gossip, she
found the story of how Pamas was accepted back in the military, and by now
promoted to commander, exciting. Adding to that how she finally could enjoy
being with her children, and grandchildren, was enough to bring tears to Simtia’s
eyes.


“She is beautiful,” Simtia yelled in Lomosy’s ear. “All of them
are!”


“I can’t believe we’re so close to them right now!” Lomosy
squealed. 


The sound system gave a muted tone. On the stage, Caya moved her
hands and let the orb land before she placed it on a silver pedestal. Caya then
stepped close to the microphone and made everyone laugh as she rolled her eyes
and lowered it to fit her petite form.


“Fellow Gemoconians,” Caya said and glanced quickly at the
president. “This is such a special day. We have come so far since we left
Oconodos, Gemosis, and Loghia. You are all amazing, and the way you’re doing
your part in building our new future together deserves all the praise
imaginable. I am very grateful for being able to stand before you and offer my
services as a seer and a counselor. I also want to thank you for the trust you
put in me and my sister Briar, also known as Red Angel.”


The mention of the revered Red Angel was enough to make the roars
escalate among the spectators. President Tylio stepped forward and joined Caya
by the microphone. 


“Good evening, everybody,” she said and waved, looking more at
ease and relaxed than Simtia had ever seen her. “Thank you for joining us for
an evening of magical proportions. We have a lot to be grateful for, and my
friends and I wanted to celebrate with you. I would like to commend every one
of you for your courage under fire. On our journey here, when terrorists and
aliens attacked relentlessly, you stood as one person against oppression. Once
we reached our new home, which entailed a different challenge than we planned
for, you helped in every way you could and selflessly assisted wherever needed.



“I can’t begin to tell you how proud I am to be your president.
You are an amazing, united people, and I hope you can feel the love all of us
on the stage feel for you. We have so much to share, and first, we would like
to introduce a woman whose reputation quickly has grown to epic proportions.”
Tylio looked over her shoulder, and Simtia noticed how the outer semicircle
parted to let someone through. At first, she didn’t understand as a stunning
woman in a presidential guardsman’s uniform walked toward the president and
Caya and stood at attention by their side. 


Then she
came. Simtia gasped along with everyone else at the sight of the woman walking
up onto the stage behind the guardsman. Yes, it was more than obvious now that
nobody had ever seen anything quite like this person.


The woman was dressed in a flowing, sheer, green and white dress,
its hem caressing the floor as she walked across the stage. Her glowing red
hair cast its own sort of sparkles as it moved along her back in perfect waves.
The woman’s pale complexion seemed to shimmer, and her eyes were luminous, but
it was still possible to see the green and the flickering flames even at this
distance. Who could possibly have such eyes? Simtia had heard of her, as had
everyone else on Gemocon, but any pictures of her were distant and grainy. 


The woman stopped at the microphone, and in a gesture that was so
very human, she took the guardsman’s hand. 


“That’s Commander KahSandra,” Lomosy hissed in Simtia’s ear. “The
chief guardsman.”


“Oh, yes!” Simtia recognized her now. But as great as seeing her
was, Simtia couldn’t look away from the woman who held the attention of the
entire audience.


The woman took yet another step forward and now stood behind the
microphone. She glanced up at KahSandra, who gave her a quick caress along her
lower arm. Nodding, the woman appeared to take a deep breath before she started
to speak.


“Hello, dear Gemoconians.” Her voice was low and melodious, and a
tsunami of whispers traveled through the vast audience. “It’s such an
overwhelming feeling to see so many of you—you can’t imagine how happy this
makes me. I realize most of you have never seen me, and though there have been
speculations in the press, you cannot really know anything about me yet. My
name is Zoem Malderyn, the one the press refers to as the Creature Crusher.”
She shook her head. “Not a moniker I subscribe to, but I was involved in the
mission that helped take down the entire terrorist network.” Zoem glanced at
KahSandra. “I’m a benevolent changer, and I work with the Seer and the Oracle
every day to ensure the safety of our people.”


The silence after Zoem’s words was eerie, but then the roar from
the crowd rose until Simtia’s ears began to buzz. People were jumping where
they stood, screaming, crying, and laughing, and she was no different. Simtia
would remember every single detail of this day. On the stage, Zoem held
KahSandra’s hand and seemed to squeeze it tight. She merely smiled as the
crowd’s noise made it impossible for anyone on the stage to make themselves
heard.


Eventually, after more than fifteen minutes of celebratory,
ear-deafening shouting, the crowd mellowed enough for Zoem to continue. 


“Thank you. I want you to know that I by no means did anything
alone. Without the women and men on this stage, and the rest of the military
and our law-enforcement agencies, we wouldn’t have been successful. No one
could have gone up against the Nestrocalder alone. Everyone behind me here, and
some who gave their lives in the process, saved me from what the Nestrocalder
had planned for me. Even more important, if I hadn’t had the love of this woman
beside me, to show me I had an entire life to be lived and that I could
survive, I wouldn’t be standing here.” Zoem turned to KahSandra for a few
moments. She then smiled and shifted her gaze back to the audience. Simtia had
to hold her breath when she could feel the warmth emanating from Zoem.


“What’s that? What’s going on?” people murmured around Simtia.
“Do you feel that? What is
that?”


President Tylio and Caya joined Zoem and KahSandra at the
microphone. Tylio took it and loosened it from its stand. “My beloved people,”
she said firmly. “You are in the presence of several people we never expected
to meet when we set out on the journey here. Caya, my wife, a formidable seer,
can predict the future and explore the past. These gifts helped save us when we
were attacked on our way to this planet and have continued to do so. Briar, Red
Angel, is an oracle, who can sense our emotions, understand them, and help us
in ways we can hardly fathom.” Placing her free arm around Zoem’s waist, she
said, “And now, Zoem Malderyn exceeds everything our humanoid minds can grasp.
Having grown up as a captive of the Nestrocalder, she was brought here to be
used as a template for an army of clones.”


The crowd moved restlessly now but kept their eyes on the
president and the luminous woman beside her. Simtia held the hands of Lomosy
and another friend, shaking with part fear, part excitement. She tried to
fathom what the president was saying. It sounded so ominous, but Tylio spoke
assertively and looked entirely confident.


“Not even aware of the situation at the time, our teams saved her
and then, despite her own humble words earlier, the fact is, Zoem saved all of us.” Tylio leaned
closer to Zoem and kissed her cheek. “As it turned out, Zoem was who we needed
to destroy the ancient creature called the Nestrocalder. Joined with Briar and
Caya, she took the creature down.” Tylio waved the people behind her forward,
and as they stood there together, some famous faces, some unknown, waving to
the crowd, Simtia’s eyes welled up with hot tears.


For the first time in years, she felt that her and everybody
else’s lives were no longer in constant danger. The people on the stage had
come through for their people by risking their own lives more than once. 


“And now,” the president said, “the moment has arrived to
announce the name of our new capital. The suggestions were many, but one
received sixty-three percent of your votes. Are you ready, Zoem? Caya and
Briar?”


The three changers stepped up, and the sisters placed their hands
on Zoem’s shoulders. Immediately, the warmth the crowd had felt earlier
streamed over them once more. Now it was stronger and had a sweet scent. Simtia
thought it felt a lot like…happiness.


“The name chosen by the Gemoconian people, and everyone above the
age of ten could vote, is…” Tylio paused and looked out over the crowd.
“Fortitude!”


From Zoem’s hands, flashes and sparkles soared against the sky,
lit it up, and then rained over the Gemoconians in harmless little flickers of
light. The people cheered and stomped, shouted Zoem’s name, the capital’s new
name, and many of them cried happy tears. Again, it took a while for everyone
to settle down, but eventually, people quieted and waited for the president to
continue.


Instead, a voice, a beautiful baritone behind Simtia began to
sing. Recognizing the new heartfelt anthem, a combination of the Oconodian and
Gemosian ones, Simtia and her classmates joined in. 


 


Gemocon,
our hearts are joined


As we sing
your praise. 


When the
sun lights up your mountains


And the
moons shine silver on your seas,


Gemocon,
our souls, our minds


Are finally
free.


Now we
raise our faces to our Creator,


Who guided
us, her sons and daughters,


Against all
odds through star-filled space


Through
that dangerous void


To this
glorious place.


 


Simtia looked at the people on the stage and then at the ones
around her. The sun did indeed shine down on them, a faint breeze kept it from
being too hot, and everyone was smiling through tears as they sang.


Yes, the future promised to be glorious. They were finally, finally, home.
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