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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?
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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
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