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CHAPTER ONE
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The train swayed sharply and Katharos Thyatira glanced up from her tablet, her ice blue eyes traveling around the private car with the eight reclining chairs and the simple dinette.  None of the other occupants seemed to notice the motion; her older sister Luddía poked an elegantly manicured finger at the holographic kitten projected on the surface of the laminated tabletop, her soulful blue eyes sparkling with laughter as the electronic facsimile batted at the finger and rolled onto its back.  Her golden hair was swept back in gleaming golden wings, the ends pinned into a twist at the back of her head, and her simple tunic and flowing pants marked her out as the child of money, but nothing else set her apart.  

And that was the way Katharos preferred it.  

Her glance took in the rest of the car, from the massive hulk of her second in command Dmitr Kashen resting in the chair closest to the back door, to her sister’s maid Rois sitting opposite Luddía and watching her mistress play with the kitten.  Nothing was out of place; the doors were secured, the windows tight and the engine kept them trundling along the decrepit tracks towards their destination.

The very thought of the crumbling ruins perched on the shores of Mechet near the Black Sea had Katharos setting aside her tablet.  She unfolded her body from the hard bench in the middle of the car where she had chosen her vantage point and stood with her feet braced slightly apart to compensate for the swaying of the train on the tracks.  Her dark hair, gathered into a high ponytail as a concession to the fact she was working, swung over the shoulder of her black long-sleeved t-shirt.  The heavy denim of her jeans whispered as she checked the front door and then along the perimeters of each window.

The car itself was sealed to the outside, in case of the train being stopped en route and robbed by any of the marauding gangs of desperate men living in this no man’s land between the warring factions of Eisounta and Trypillia.  Refugees crowded the arid and desolate mountains ringing the brilliant blue sea, and some had even moved into the fringes of the resort areas, populating the broken concrete warrens with their children, women, and elderly.

Robbery was always a threat here, which was why she and Dmitr were inside the car, and two of her best snipers were riding in the engine in front and the car directly behind.

“Relax, Katharoshna,” admonished her second as she once again checked the lock and the seal on the back door beside him.  “Harry is in the engine.  If there was anything he would have called by now.”

Her smile was thin, brittle.  “It’s my job to worry, Dmitr.  It’s my life to worry.”

He sighed, a thick, rumbling noise that always reminded her of a hot spring about to belch out clouds of poisonous steam.  “They wrapped your fun DNA around its histone too tightly when they made you.”

“I do have fun,” she said, ignoring his dig at her origin as a Battle Enhanced Tactical/Type Alpha or BET/TA designed organism and checked the windows on the opposite side.  “Just not when I’m on duty.”

“You are always on duty, Katharos.”

“I am now,” she said, noting the time and the results of her check on her tablet.  The magnetic pencil clicked against the interface as she wrote, the only sound except for the low laughter from her sister as she played with the kitten.  

Dmitr stretched and got up, taking the tablet out of her hands.  “Go, Katharoshna.  Play with the kitten with your sister and make her smile.  And when you get to the resort, find yourself a local man to amuse yourself with a little romance under the sun.  A little romp, no strings, and you’ll be smiling so much it will rattle every one of those men who follow your sister with their eyes and smack their lips as they talk.”

“If that was supposed to make me even consider such a dereliction of duty, it failed miserably,” she said as she took the screen back.  “You need to work on your technique, Dmitr.”

She left him standing there, stalking back to her hard bench and spinning in place to nail him with another glare as she sat down.  It was a graceful movement, one that would have had most men’s eyes darkening with thoughts that were better directed towards her sister.  Katharos didn’t have time for romantic pursuits, and even though she had no problem in emphasizing the attributes her parents had gifted her with, anyone who tried to take advantage of them often found talking around a knife in the throat a distinct hindrance.

Her second sighed again, a little exhalation to let her know she had won this round, and lumbered to where Luddía had tired of the kitten and changed to an interactive game.  True to form, she was attempting to play against the processor and was losing badly, her slower reflexes and softer living showing plainly to anyone who cared to watch.

It was one of the reasons Amyntor and Belínay Thyatira had quickly requested a second child, one designed to grow into a lethal killing machine, graceful as a dancer and deadly as a viper, who could be trained to guard the elder against any who would covet to possess the most beautiful woman in the world.  So Luddía played and flirted her way through the seasonal Grand Tour of the former European continent—or what was left of it—and her sister stayed in the shadows, honing her craft, practicing her skills, and waiting for the next attempt on her sister’s virtue.

“So, Día, shall I play the other part?” he asked the young woman.

Luddía pouted.  “You always let me win, Dmitr.  Where’s the fun in that?”

“I only let you win because it makes you happy, and I would do far worse just to hear you laugh.”  He lowered his bulk into the opposite chair, squishing poor Rois against the side of the car.  “Come, show me this game and I will lose so spectacularly you will sing for days to come.”

Rois giggled nervously, her dark eyes darting towards her mistress, who scowled at the security guard.  “No, I don’t want you to lose.”

“You don’t like to lose though, carina.  So let me lose so you can be happy, and we will laugh together at how clumsily I do it.”

Luddía kept her scowl, adding a pout when Dmitr did little more than sit and grin at her.  When she refused to give in, he started contorting his face in a variety of silly faces until she could no longer hold out and dissolved into a fit of giggles that filled the train car.

Soon they were both bent over the table, grousing at points lost and celebrating at points scored.  Katharos focused her attention on the powerful piece of electronics in her hand as she tapped into Mechet’s broken surveillance network, accessing old street cameras and military monitoring stations.  She concentrated on the areas bordering the train’s route, seeking any hint of movement or chatter that might show her the shape of the trouble to come.

As she worked, Katharos occasionally glanced up, disguising her visual checks as momentary pauses to stare into the middle distance, as if she needed to digest the information scrolling across the screen.  While she trusted Dmitr as much as anyone on her handpicked team, there were always bribes that couldn’t be refused, and offers tempting to even the most loyal of men.  She understood that now, even if she hadn’t in her younger days.  The skill had saved her from burning through too many team members, although her father once complained about the cost of replacing those she executed.   

It was Dmitr’s father Nicolai who took her aside and added the crucial skill set to her rapidly growing inventory.  And it was him who suffered when she got the first time wrong.

“How is your father, Dmitr?” she asked abruptly, setting her screen to one side as she rose to her feet.  “I haven’t heard from him since we retrieved the medicine from the dark continent last month.”

The set of his shoulders tightened.  “He is well, thank you.  It helps him sleep at night.”

“And the doctor?” Katharos asked, pushing a little to see where the tension sprang from.  “Did the specialist from Tomis help at all?”

When Dmitr finally met her gaze, there was a storm brewing behind his usually open countenance.  “The specialist gave him three months to live.  Said the tumors were too big to operate, and no one would bother spending money on an old man of no use to anyone.”

Her lips thinned.  “Why didn’t you tell me before we left?  I could have sent Dr. Hiwot to visit him with specific instructions.  I’ll send a message back to the compound, but it may be several days before anyone reads it.”

“Don’t,” said Dmitr, his voice strained.  “My father will not be alive by that time.  He has chosen a different path, and even my mother’s tears could not change his mind.”

Katharos closed her eyes and turned away, not willing to show that much weakness in front of anyone, least of all her second.  Nicolai was a father figure to her, giving her the skills and the understanding to make the most of what her blood father gave her.  He watched over her first steps, urged her to explore as a child still not steady on her feet, and pushed her as a teen to master the genetic gifts of her design.  

Now she wouldn’t even have the chance to say good-bye.

“I’m sorry, Dmitr.”  She didn’t turn around, hiding her own emotions as much as he had. “If I knew he suffered so much, I would have asked someone else to come with us on this trip.”

“What’s done is done, Katharoshna.  He would have staggered from his sickbed to come himself if I had been so foolish as to ask.”  Dmitr sighed.  “Leave it now.  We are here for a vacation, and I would not have us start it with sadness.”

“Of course not,” she said, forcing herself to rein in her emotions.  Feelings could get all of them dead; she had no time for them when she was working at her sole purpose for existence, and Belînay would scold if Luddía complained about Katharos ruining her fun.

Another tiny jolt rattled through the car, a sensation of a pull and a twist that focused her attention away from the conversation and once again on the puzzle that first roused her from her watchful silence.  Katharos touched the tiny module lodged in her ear.  

“Harry, what are you seeing?”

There was a slight pause, during which she called up in her mind’s eye the topographical map of the terrain ahead of them, the places where an ambush could conceivably be set and the probable movements of the indigent population through the hills above the resort that made it less likely.

“All clear.”  She could hear the smooth confidence in his voice, the cool unflappable tenor so at odds with his mixed Irish-Romanian heritage.  “What’s pinging your radar?”

“I don’t know yet.  I’m still trying to figure it out,” she said, striving to sound like she didn’t have a care in the world.  But she did, and it was her misfortune that everyone else knew it, too.  “Anything from the engineer?  Anything off or unusual?”

There was a brief pause as he conferred with the man who was in nominal command of the train.  All her background research said he was a hardworking, mostly law-abiding family man, with a wife and six children at home to feed, clothe and protect.  The contract presented to him for this special run to the edge of the Sea had carefully built-in incentives, and enough waiting for him once they were safely off the peninsula to enable him to afford another four children if he wanted them.

“Nothing,” said Harry.  “Everything checks out.  We’re heading into the ravine in about 2 klicks.  You want me on the roof or stay put?”

She looked through the thick, multi-layered windows at the hills rushing past, draped in greenery under a limitless blue sky, and considered the factors.  “Stay put.  Keep an eye on the board and if you see anything, pull the alarm.  Something is off, and I’m not stopping until I find out what it is.”

Closing the channel, Katharos picked up her tablet, then set it down again.  There wasn’t anything she could review that wouldn’t show her a pristine and peaceful countryside.  All she had to go on was gut instinct, the infinitesimal chill against the back of her neck.  It wasn’t quite the pricking of thumbs, but she listened to whatever it was trying to tell her, because her father ensured she had the best science could design for her.

“Dmitr,” she said abruptly, “I’m going up top.  You’re on guard.”

The genial teddy bear vanished before the echo of her words faded.  His grin became a fierce glower, and he reached into a cabinet above the hard bench to pull down a thick, heavy rifle and checked the chamber.  She watched him until he was finished, then reached beneath the bench to find her utility belt that held both ammunition and defensive weapons and secured it around her waist.  

“Ready?” asked Katharos.

“Da.”

Any other time, she might have smiled as his childhood language resurfaced, but instead she merely took comfort in knowing her second was on the alert.  Katharos checked Luddía, who was playing the same game against Rois, and losing only marginally less than she had against the processor.  Either way, her sister’s attention was on something other than what was happening around her, and for that Katharos was grateful.

As she moved to the back of the car where a recessed hatch in the ceiling marked the escape route in case of a derailment, Katharos breathed a silent prayer to any deities who might still care about the plight of humanity that the ignorance would continue. Luddía could and sometimes had descended into spectacular fits of hysteria, and the train car wasn’t big enough for drama on that scale.

The inner hatch slid back quietly, revealing the small compartment that would provide protection and a moment of grace if she found trouble outside.  Putting a hand on either side of the meter-wide opening, Katharos jumped and pulled at the same time.  She cleared the bottom lip easily and shut and locked the hatch beneath her before turning her attention to the one above.  

There was time only for a quick breath in as she positioned herself to exit with enough speed and force to take anyone waiting above by surprise.  Then she shoved the upper hatch open and left the safety and the security of the compartment for whatever might come next.  

Wind howled around her, the train’s speed creating a gale-force wind that yanked at her clothes and hair.   She reached into a back compartment of the belt and drew out a pair of goggles, pulling them over her eyes so she wouldn’t be blinded by grit or dust thrown up by the wind.  Or thrown by an assailant, who might be stupid enough to think a loss of sight would slow her down.  

Moving with deliberate care, she surveyed the entire length of the train, both fore and aft, before closing the upper hatch.  If anything attacked her out here and gained a few minutes by throwing her off the train, getting through the hatch would buy the additional time Dmitr would need to position Luddía for extraction.

She checked her watch, noting the time and the position of the rest of her team.  Feliu Gines was mirroring Harry’s position, only in the car behind theirs.  Quillaq, who would normally be riding in their car, was another car back, sitting no doubt in the last row of seats pretending to read a newspaper and scanning every one of the other passengers and downloading their metrics for further study later.

A smile cracked her grimness.  The native from an archipelago of revived islands near the top of the world fretted constantly about repairing her if she should ever meet an untimely injury, and had dedicated himself to understanding human genetics to the point where several natal labs regularly invited him to join their teams.  But he always turned them down, saying that he was more interested in repairing who already existed rather than tinkering with the future of those who did not yet.

One of these days, she would take the time to figure out exactly what he meant by that, or at least start nagging him until he explained.  But sometimes getting a straight answer out of him was harder than clearing a rockslide with a dull spoon.

Her smile had become a grin, and Katharos stayed in her crouch as she inched along the top of the train car.  The ridge of clerestory windows was to her left running down the middle, and she kept close to it.  Although the cover afforded by it was somewhere next to nothing, at least it was something, and Nicolai taught her to take whatever was available, when it was offered.  

Instead of immediately moving to the front, she paused for a long moment, ignoring the rush of the wind and the countryside around her, and reached outward with her senses.  Normal sounds and movements she dismissed immediately.  The sudden freeze of a deer on a hillside beyond range, the flight of a songbird from the long grass as the train rushed past—those were not the signs she sought.  Instead she pushed a layer deeper, then two.  The motion itself was not her focus, but rather the reason behind it, and how the different ones flowed around the train, most of them in the exact vectors she would expect, except for the ones—

Her eyes snapped open and she turned to confront the man standing behind her, his short barreled long gun leveled directly at her head.  His dark eyes studied her above the fitted half mask obscuring his lower face, the thin piece of molded plastic no doubt hiding a state-of-the-art air filter and perchance even a portable oxygen supply, just enough to carry him through nerve gas or air-borne poison.  

“You won’t succeed,” she said quietly, just loud enough to be heard over the howl of the wind.  “I won’t let you have her.”

He didn’t move, and the barrel of the gun certainly didn’t waver.  He simply waited for her to raise her hands in surrender, at which time he would blow her off the train completely, her broken body landing somewhere in this rough terrain to feed the scavengers. Then he would eliminate Dmitr, and Harry and Feliu, and probably Quillaq before taking both Luddía and Rois and selling them to the highest bidders on the black market.  It would be more money than anyone in this part of the world had ever seen, but it wouldn’t be enough to save him from Amyntor’s wrath.  

Her father might be many things to many people, but his reputation for forgiveness was something he’d never thought important enough to cultivate.

Slowly, Katharos brought her hands up.  She didn’t stop at shoulder height though.  Instead she kept going, slipping her fingers under the strap holding her goggles, and pulling them off her head.  The man watched her, but didn’t make any move to indicate she should stop.  As she held them out between them, Katharos smiled gently, a loving, benevolent expression, and let them slip through her fingers.

His eyes followed them.  It was a natural reaction, to watch what moved and ignore what didn’t, and in the microsecond before he realized the mistake, she launched herself at him.  The gun went off next to her ear with a thunderous roar she only half-heard, and a bright wash of pain painted itself across her cheek, but then she had him down on his back, ripping the gun out of his hands and bringing the butt down on his face.

The first blow cracked the plastic half mask, driving the edges into his skin.  As automatic tears blinded him, Katharos angled the length of the gun and her second blow crushed his windpipe.  His hands went to his throat, the instinct to breathe more powerful than his will to fight and as the movement cleared the line of sight to his chest, she reversed the gun, shoved the muzzle halfway between the bottom rib and his navel, and pulled the trigger.

He went limp, the massive crater in his midsection hemorrhaging blood that obliterated anything even remotely resembling life from his body.  Katharos searched the pockets of his pants mechanically, stuffing her findings into a pocket of her own, then heaved the corpse off the side.  It bounced on the grade and rolled into the bushes, obscured from her sight as the train took a curve.

“Katharos!  What’s going on up there?”

Dmitr’s voice came through her earpiece and she considered the smear of blood and gore on the metal in front of her for a long moment before answering.  She touched the tiny piece of electronics nestled in what was now her good ear.  

“One on the roof.  I didn’t see where he came from, but he had a sawed off and a half mask.  Stay on Alert One while I search for the rest of his team.”

That there were others went without saying.  Nobody smart enough to sneak up on her would come in alone, and her only fear was that most of the passengers and crew of this train would wind up dead on the mountainside before she rooted out the ones she wanted.

With a sigh, Katharos finished processing the scene.  A swab preserved the blood DNA for further investigation once she reached the resort, and a couple of pictures of the top of the car would help her build out the plan of attack when she debriefed with the team.  Then she moved to the back edge of the roof and lowered herself to the veranda of the car behind theirs, checking her weapons to make sure they were ready to hand before going inside.

Feliu was in the aisle, his weapon armed and pointed directly at her chest.  She locked gazes with the native Iberian and waited, her hands down and her chin raised.  He nodded once and swung the muzzle away, his gaze sweeping across the passengers of this car huddled in their seats and on the floor between them.  Piled together like that, she would miss the movement of a hand towards an explosive, or the twitch of a finger on a dead man’s switch.

“Get up,” she snapped, suiting action to words and hauling the nearest male to his feet.  He looked to be of the same ethnicity as her attacker, and Katharos’s eyes narrowed as she spun him around and pushed him forward so his hands landed against the back of the nearest seat.

“Spread your feet and don’t move,” she said, kicking his right foot wider when he was slow to obey.  “If you even breathe wrong, I’ll take your head off.”

A shudder went through him and she glanced at Feliu.  He shifted a few steps to his left, changing the angle of fire between him and the man so anything going through the body would miss Katharos.  Once he was in place, she ruthlessly searched the man in front of her.

He was clean except for some faded and water-soaked travel documents.  Movement through the territory claimed by both Eisounta and Trypillia was heavily regulated.  Without the permission granted by those papers, the man in front of her would be branded a criminal and thrown into a prison pit that made the Gates of Hell look inviting.

And nobody would remember he was there until it was too late.

She held up the papers in front of him.  “Do you see these?”

He nodded yes.

“Good.”  A flick of her fingers, and the edges closest to where she held them started to blacken.  “These are going to be a pile of ash in five seconds unless you tell me who doesn’t belong in this car.  And I’ll hand you and your family over to the authorities when we reach the resort.  I’m sure they love it when someone attacks their clientele.”

The man made a grab for them and Katharos easily evaded him.  “Tick-tock.  I’m waiting.”

Another desperate lunge, another easy evasion.  Flame ignited with a snap-hiss and the paper started burning in earnest.

“Please!  My family—”

“Needs you to stay alive so you can protect them,” she said tonelessly.  “I promise, you will suffer before you die.”

He quit with shocking suddenness, falling to his knees and sobbing.  “Please, don’t.  My daughter...my wife...”

The flame went out.  “Tell me what I want to know, or you will see them both suffer like you can’t even imagine.”

“There,” he said, and pointed at a young man who was barely old enough to shave.  “He is the...what do you call it? Lookout for them.  He told the other man when he saw you on the roof.”

The papers fluttered to the floor beside him.  “Return to your seat.  Move one finger before I give you permission, and there won’t even be time to say your good-byes.”

The echo of that phrase and the memory of Nicolai dying somewhere beyond her ability to save fouled her temper beyond what being shot at could ever do.  By the time she reached the teen boy, her eyes were colder than the Arctic home of their medic and the fire boiling in her veins begged her to teach this boy and his backers what it meant to plot against Thyatira.

Her fingers dug into the front of his rough woven shirt, pulling the lacing at the neck tight enough to dig into his throat.  Then Katharos lifted him with that hand, kicking his feet out from under him so he leaned backwards, the only thing holding him suspended over the floor being the leather strips and the muscles in her arm and shoulder.

He shook his head, already seeing the question she wanted answered.  Her lips tipped up a little at the corners, the smile that said she was about to enjoy immensely what she was about to do next.  That defending Luddía basically gave her free rein to do it was a bonus, somewhat like being able to eat the frosting off a cake first.  

“Anyone else I need to pay attention to?” she asked, twisting the leather enough to tighten it.  Already his throat was turning red where they dug into the skin, and his breath came in ragged gasps.  “Who else boarded this train with you?”

His eyes darted to the side, and Katharos signaled Feliu with her free hand.  A woman’s scream was cut short, followed by the thud of a newly deceased body hitting the floor.

“Anyone else?”

The boy was a quick learner, she gave him that much.  He kept his gaze on her, his dark eyes widening as his body struggled to keep him supplied with air through an ever-narrowing trachea.  His tongue darted out to lick his lips, and Katharos struck, grabbing the end of it and pulling it tight.

“Have you ever burned your mouth because you could not wait for your food?” she asked in a conversational tone as she considered the length of sensitive flesh.  “Have you ever wondered what it would be like if the burning went on and on, charring your tongue until there was nothing left, and going all the way down your throat until the fire reached your stomach...and exploded?”

A foul, acrid smell rose to her nostrils and Katharos raised an eyebrow as her estimation of the man she’d killed on the roof downgraded substantially.  To make a try for the Thyatira beauty that was her sister wasn’t a sin, and she knew well the temptation Luddía posed to desperate people.  But to drag a child who didn’t understand the risk, let alone the price exacted from those who failed, was beyond the height of stupidity.

“Were either of them related?” she asked, ignoring the fact the boy had soiled himself out of fear.  “Or did they pick you off the street and offer you a cut of the money if you succeeded?”

“Girl,” the boy whispered, then gasped as the leather cut into his skin a little bit more.  “I...was to have...the girl.”

“As plaything?” she asked in a dangerous tone.

“Wife,” he said on a plaintive note, the tears spilling over his cheeks.  “I need...wife.”

Katharos dropped him and aimed a precise kick at his head, rendering him unconscious while she dealt with the rest of this mess.  The car was quiet except for a few muffled sobs from the huddled passengers, and she examined the corpse of the woman Feliu killed with such admirable efficiency.  She was a dark red head, the hair escaping from the scarf she wore over her head in deference to local customs.  But there was no hiding her pale skin or the green of her half-opened eyes, and Katharos’s lips thinned.  Their adversaries were multinational, which meant whoever hired them was not local.  

And that meant she wouldn’t be relaxing until Luddía was safely within the secure perimeter of the Aspasia Resort and Spa on a private cove of the Dark Sea.

“Clean this up.  Get Quillaq up here for samples.  As soon as we are settled, I want a full panel run on her and the material I got from our guy up top.”  She handed Feliu the kit with the swab and tissue samples from her dead assailant.  “Give him these, too. Leave the kid alive.  I want at least one of them able to answer questions.  He’s pretty enough the resort security will no doubt have a use for him after we’re done.”

Feliu gave her the short nod that told her he would follow her instructions to the letter, and keep an eye on the rest of the passengers in case there was a mole she hadn’t discovered yet.  Katharos didn’t much care if there was.  If she had any more trouble out of this lot, she would decouple this and the last car from the train proper and leave them in the middle of the tracks, to be struck and obliterated by the next freight engine to barrel through or starve to death without any way to find a path to civilization.

Life was short and brutal this far outside the grasp of more benevolent rulers, and Katharos had only one purpose in life.  If Luddía was safe and happy, her life was complete.

She went out to the veranda between the cars and swung herself onto the roof again.  Crouching by the hatch, she knocked in a rapid pattern she knew Dmitr would recognize and opened the upper door.  Once again squeezing into the small space, Katharos shut the upper and repeated the pattern of knocks on the lower hatch.  There was a long pause, then the pattern was repeated back to her with a staccato three beat at the end.  

Her body tensed, and she rapped twice on the hatch below her.  Her other hand fumbled at her belt, her fingers searching for the end of the filament threaded through the leather like a piece of embroidery.  One good yank and it came free, floating in the air like gossamer spider silk, and Katharos carefully wrapped it around her wrist.  She transferred a stiletto from another part of her belt to the thickest part of the tie holding her ponytail, and only regretted she didn’t have time to braid it so it was out of the way.

Taking a deep breath, Katharos set herself as well as she could, and slid the lower door open carefully.  Moving with a deliberate slowness, she lowered herself down into the compartment and dropped lightly to the floor to confront her worse nightmare.

Luddía huddled in the far corner of the compartment, Rois kneeling next to her.  Both had their arms around each other, but it wasn’t enough to disguise the bruise on her sister’s cheek and the torn shirt of the maid.  Dmitr’s bulk stood to the side, just enough that he covered the door and the figure she didn’t want to see holding a gun in each hand, one pointed at the back of her second and the other aimed squarely at her sister’s head.

“Why, Harry?” she asked simply.  “I told you if anyone threatened your family, you should come to me first.  I don’t leave loyal retainers hanging in the wind.”

He laughed and put a bullet into her upper leg.  Katharos grimaced at the burning pain as a whimper escaped her control.  It wasn’t enough to stop her, and unfortunately her best sniper knew that.  She slapped her hand on the round hole that quickly turned the pants around it a darker hue and met Dmitr’s eyes before turning her attention back to Harry.

“How much?” she asked.  “At least tell me they made it worth your while.”

“More than.  And with the money I’ll get from delivering your lovely sister, I’ll be wealthy enough even Amyntor can’t touch me.”

Katharos didn’t even bother to smile.  “No one is that wealthy.  Even if you manage to make it out of this car alive, he’ll make your death the sole priority of his existence.  He’ll have more BET/TAs made, and he’ll fix the little glitch that gave me my winning personality.”

“They’ll never find—”

Dmitr spun, throwing the filament around Harry’s left forearm near the elbow.  Reaching across the gun now pointed directly at Katharos, he grabbed the free end and yanked hard.  The razor edge sank into Harry’s flesh, half-severing his arm and cutting through the brachial artery.  

Harry screamed.  It ended in a gurgle, courtesy of the stiletto buried in his neck just below the ear.  Katharos backed away from the fountain of blood erupting from the sniper’s mouth.  There she waited, never taking her eyes off him until the drum of his heels stopped and the last crimson jet faltered and ran dry.

“May his soul rot in the nine hells of his people,” said Dmitr as he pushed away from the wall.  “I never expected him to turn, Katharoshna.  I should have—”

She held up a hand.  “Later.  There were a lot of things we obviously both missed.”

He nodded.  “Da. I will clean this up.  Why don’t you take—”

Once again he broke off, and Katharos knew why.  Taking Luddía away from this scene would mean either moving her to the car behind where Feliu and Quillaq rode herd over the passengers, or...

“Come, Día,” she said, stepping over Harry and extending a hand to her sister.  “We’re going to ride in the engine the rest of the way.”

Rois heard the note of command and wrapped her arms around her mistress, helping Luddía to her feet.  The darkening bruise stood out against the porcelain perfection of Luddía’s right cheek, and once Katharos got a good look at it, she regretted allowing the sniper to die so quickly.  That Harry should touch her sister was unforgivable, and to do so violently enough to mar her face awoke a slow, burning rage inside of Katharos.

Luddía shrank back against the wall, staring wide-eyed and frightened at Harry’s body in the middle of the spreading pool of red.  “I-I can’t.”

“Here, carina,” said Dmitr, holding his arms out to her.  “I will carry you to the other side.  You can hide your face in my shoulder and you won’t need to see a thing.  I will do the same for Rois, and you can sit with the engineer and watch us go through the tunnel, yes?”

Mutely she nodded and held her arms open wide so the second in command could pick her up as easily as he would a small child.  Dmitr glanced at Katharos, who nodded and stepped over Harry to get to the door.  The electronic lock assembly dangled by its color-coded wires from the wall, the insulation around it blackened and the wires sparking.  Her back teeth ground together at the lengths her former team member had gone to get to the payoff and at the same time she worried that he was not the only one who had succumbed to the siren song of wealth.

“Stop,” said Dmitr as he set Luddía on the other side of the door, where the wind of their passage moaned about them with the voices of the newly dead.  He set Rois on the other side of her mistress.  “Concentrate on Luddía and I will take care of things back here.”

“How many?” she asked as she guided her sister towards the narrow door in the back of the engine cab.  “How many are left I can trust?”

“I promise you can beat the answer out of the rest of us who are left when we get to the resort,” he said and shut the door behind them with a definitive snap.

Katharos eased past her sister and the maid, opening the door to the locomotive cab with as much caution as she had opened the escape hatch earlier.  Even though she was designed to shift into high gear during battle, she knew there would be a debt to pay later in replacing the energy and strength she’d used.  The longer she held it off, the worse it would be, and it was something she didn’t want happening while Luddía was in a resort without a full team to watch her.

Two deep molded plastic stairs blocked her way directly to the front, without even six inches inside the door to stand.  Katharos ascended them carefully, her gaze seeking out the engineer in his left-hand seat where he had a better angle to see newcomers and a free hand to draw and shoot if they were not welcome.  As he saw her and the two women behind her, his empty right hand rested on the display board in front of him.

“Lady?”

She ascended to the main deck, holding out her hand to her sister so she could climb the steep stairs without stumbling.  Rois shut the door and settled on the bottom step, waiting for the next orders from her mistress.  

The right-hand seat where Harry no doubt had been riding point was empty.  Carefully and thoroughly, Katharos searched the seat from the head cushion to the bolts on the floor before she allowed Luddía to sit there.  She didn’t find trip wires or pressure plates, but she still held her breath as her sister settled into the cushion.

“How far are we from the resort?” she asked, resting her hand on Luddía’s shoulder.  

The engineer, a short, barrel-chested man with a thick black mustache and blue eyes paler than a cold winter sky, hesitated as his glance went over the blood-soaked pant leg and the burn on her cheek.  He shrugged.  “Feef-teen minutes, Lady.  This track no good last time.  Go slow.”

Wonderful.  

She didn’t say the word, ever conscious of her sister’s fragile emotional state.  Instead, she reached under the counter near the floor on the right side and came up with a battered, rusty box painted institutional green with a red symbol on the side.  Setting it on the counter, careful not to hit any of the controls, she opened the lid and rested it against a couple dark screens.  Inside, jumbled together like they had been stuffed in there by an uncaring hand, were bandage scissors, dirty white tape, and gauze bandages, and one bottle of a dark liquid in an amber bottle with a label faded beyond legibility.  

The twist cap resisted her efforts to turn it.  Sighing a little at the stubbornness of small things, she switched directions and then switched again, and felt it give under the pressure.  Once it was opened, she no longer had to guess what the dark liquid was.  The distinctive odor of iodine reminded her all too well of the training grounds where old Nicolai honed her natural skills to a keen edge.  Many were the times the foul-smelling liquid had been poured on open cuts and bleeding abrasions, staining her flesh so her father could see the sum of her failures on the field.

Silently she capped the bottle again and rummaged through the knotted tangle of gauze rolls to find a five-inch square plastic package with a label written in Cyrillic.  Taking a chance, she ground the pellets inside between her fingers, and felt the chill burn against her fingertips. 

“Put this against your cheek,” she said, turning towards Luddía.  Her sister hissed as the cold pack touched her tender flesh, but she didn’t move away, which Katharos counted as a good sign.  “Rois, can you make sure she keeps it there until we reach the resort?  I’m going to look through this and see if we can find something to fix your clothes.”

The maid blushed and ducked her head, trying to pull the ragged edges of her shirt together.  It was no use, of course.  Harry had been very brutal and very thorough in what he had chosen to wreak on Luddía and Rois during the first stage of his plan.  More’s the pity he wasn’t as thorough in understanding the punishment for failure.

Choosing one of the tape rolls dyed to an unwholesome grey by dust and disuse, Katharos turned so her body blocked the engineer’s line of sight.  It took her only a few minutes to close the edges of the largest rips.  Somehow she managed to do it while keeping Rois’s dignity intact.

As her sister and the maid huddled together on the one seat, Katharos turned her attention to the bullet still in her leg. Digging it out wasn’t an option, not while Luddía was still in danger.  So she opted for the next best thing, and soaked a wad of gauze with the iodine and slapped it over the entry wound.  Most of the remaining tape was needed to make sure the dressing didn’t come loose, securing it to the wound and to her ruined jeans.  The dark, wet circle where the blood had spread from the first injury was still growing, but with a little more time her body would take over the healing process and she would be fine.  

The jeans, however, would have to be incinerated before they left the resort, if only to keep her unique genetic design out of the hands of Thyatira’s enemies.  She could only hope it was the last item of clothing she would ruin, because her luggage was considerably smaller than her sister’s and she hadn’t packed many formal working clothes.

The hills rose around them, their green slopes filling the view outside the cab’s long narrow windows.  Katharos moved away from Luddía to stand behind the engineer, watching as his hands rested on the throttle and a keyboard to his right.  He tapped on the keys, entering numbers that repeated in amber characters on the dark screen.

“What is that?” she asked, curious but not yet alarmed enough to act.  “Are you communicating with someone outside of the train?”

He glanced at her, then his eyes dropped to the white bandage on her leg rapidly soaking with dark blood.  “The resort—the Aspasia—they keep track of my time so they know I not make side stops.”

“Really,” she said, impressed despite herself the head of security had not only thought up such a scheme but had somehow convinced the engineers it was in their best interests to follow the protocol.  It was hard enough to corral team members when your father signed their paychecks every month.  Exerting this kind of control over peripheral workers spoke of a very strong personality.
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