
        
            
                
            
        

    Zeyan has lived in the shadows, keeping her talent to herself. When she tries to reach out to console a grieving loved one and is summarily arrested by her people she finds life and a new start in the Citadel, as the Soul Keeper.
 
Zeyan has been banished by her own race and her talents have developed under the careful eye of the instructors at the Citadel. When a psychic plague breaks out that shatters the mind body connection, the locals call the Sector Guard and they, in turn, call the Soul Keeper. It is time for her to return home.
Orenn has envied his cousin Fenn's life and love in the Sector Guard. As a telepath at the Citadel he recognizes a powerful will when he sees it and when Zeyan looks into his eyes, he also sees his future stretching before him, with her at his side.
He had no idea it was going to be the other way around.
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Chapter One
 
 
Zeyan bit her nail as her transport made its way to the small spaceport. The guards surrounding her kept looking at her like she would burst into flames without provocation. Her family had declined to accompany her as she was banished from their world. She would bear her shame alone.
A crowd lined the street and several were looking intently into the vehicle she was riding in. She wasn’t sure of their intent until a rock struck the rear window.
The driver of the vehicle accelerated and they travelled through a hail of rocks and produce.
Zeyan wrapped her arms around her torso and tried to remain calm as the armoured vehicle was pounded by debris. The moment they entered the spaceport, the hail stopped.
The gates closed behind them and with the exception of the heavy breathing of her guards there was no noise in the transport.
They glided up to the Sector Guard shuttle and she was removed from the vehicle and escorted into the custody of the Guardsmen standing on their shuttle ramp.
Her escort shoved a data pad at the Guards and when she had been signed for, Beast and Fury brought her inside their ship. The moment that the door was shut and sealed, they removed the chains that bound her.
“I can’t believe that they would do something like this to their own.” Fury muttered as she worked at the locks that bound Zeyan’s ankles.
Zeyan tried to smile. “They don’t consider me one of their own anymore. I am a freak that is either to be banished or exterminated. Pardon me for being pleased that you offered them the means to execute the first option.”
Fury grinned and patted her cheek as she tossed the chain into a storage bin. “I am pleased that you are amenable to Citadel training.”
Beast took the pilot’s chair, his wings settling to either side with grace. He turned. “Take a seat and strap in, you want to be safe for this.”
Fury led her to a seat and helped her to fasten the latches. The Guardsman took her seat next to her partner and they lifted off.
Zeyan took one last look at the grasses and plains of Heschell before turning her gaze to the stars. Whatever happened next, her destiny was not on the world of her birth but in a Citadel outpost far, far away.
 
Zeyan was pale grey with nausea by the time they landed. Space flight was not kind to her. Beast had tried to attend to her with water and cold compresses, but nothing worked. Being separated from her world was quite traumatic for her.
She heard Fury speaking rapidly into the com but couldn’t make out the words. The sense of urgency was unmistakable. When a rapid knocking occurred on the hull of the ship, Beast left her and opened the hatch.
A woman came in and smiled at Zeyan. “I hear you are having a rough time of it. May I touch you?”
Surprised, Zeyan looked up into eyes that were unrelieved black. The woman’s smile showed sharp teeth in lips a slightly darker blue than the rest of her face. The smooth contour of her skull gleamed in the lighting of the ship.
“Of course. But why are you going to touch me?”
“I am a contact healer. I will take your illness and you will be able to meet with those who will take you on a tour of the Citadel. Will you allow me to do this?”
Her head was spinning so badly that she nodded quickly. “Please.”
When the woman pressed her webbed hands against Zeyan’s head, she sighed at the coolness. A moment later, Zeyan felt pressure on her thoughts and the healer slipped into her mind, taking her pain.
As the healer gasped and recoiled, Zeyan jerked her head out of the woman’s grip, “Stop, you are making yourself sick.” She unbuckled quickly and knelt at the healer’s side.
Fury moved and helped the healer to her feet. “Come along you two, this is best taken care of in the fresh air.”
Zeyan’s head still ached and her skin was too tight, but the healer’s pain was far more obvious than hers was. She moved to help the woman as the healer struggled to stay upright.
They moved together and exited the shuttle.
The sunset was just taking hold and there was a peace that ran through the very air.
Three figures in robes approached them and asked Fury, “What happened?”
“The healer made contact with your new student and collapsed.” Fury handed her over.
The contact healer tried to smile. “It was more than I expected.”
Zeyan was embarrassed. “I am sorry. I have never done anything of that nature before.”
One of the robed figures, a male with wavy blond hair and pointed ears, smiled at her, gently taking her arm and leading her toward the doors. “What did you do, my dear?”
“Her touch was looking for pain, so I gave it all to her. I didn’t know she wasn’t prepared for it, so I took it back, but it was too late.” She could feel the blush as they stared at her.
The healer nodded. “It was more than I was braced for, but if you walk around with that all day, you are definitely in the correct place.”
Her companion helped her to the interior of the building and Zeyan was left with the Guardsmen and the two other robed figures.
She didn’t know what to do, but when she felt a touch on her mind, she straightened and slammed it back at its owner. The woman on the end swayed and blinked rapidly. “That was sudden.”
“I am not used to…why are you trying to touch my mind?”
The male with the pointed ears smiled. “We are merely trying to determine the nature of your gifts.”
She crossed her arms and scowled. “Fine, take me to a dead body and I will show you.”
They stopped and she could see a wave of communication through them. The male nodded. “I believe you can wait on a demonstration. How about a tour of the facility and a description of the training you will receive?”
Her head pounded and she looked to the Guardsmen. “Thank you for bringing me here.”
Fury nodded. “It was a pleasure. Call Morganti and ask for us if you need anything. Anything at all.”
Fury and Beast both gave her hugs in turn. Fury whispered, “I know what it is like to be hated by your own kind. I survived it and so will you.”
Zeyan nodded. “I will get past it. It was just a bit of a shock.”
Fury looked her in the eye and grinned. “I think you will. Now, go and enjoy your new home. No one here wants to kill you.”
She chuckled. It was funny. “Thank you. It is the best news I have had all week.”
The Drai shared a communication between them and each touched her shoulder before entering their shuttle.
Zeyan walked into the safety of the building with the Citadel greeting party and she watched her ride slowly disappear into the sky. She was well and truly stuck on Wetura, the home of the first Citadel education centre.
She looked at the traces of thought zipping through the air around her, marks of telepathic communication written in a language only she could see, and Zeyan sighed. Learning control over her talent would be easy. Living with it would be the awkward part.
The blond male who seemed to have taken her on as a pet project smiled. “Please, Zeyan. Come with me.”
“Fine, but what is your name?”
He placed his hand on her arm. “Orenn, Orenn Deliak, telepath and intake coordinator of this branch of the Citadel. None of us can read you, which makes you fascinating from a curiosity standpoint. I believe that you could be an excellent instructor, given a little encouragement.”
Zeyan fought her grin at the contact. It was how she had been able to tell psychics from the general population back home. A psychic could not resist touching her. No talent could. They seemed to crave the contact and once they experienced it, they centered themselves.
Their talents settled and their bodies relaxed the moment they touched her. Unfortunately, the untalented were wound up with tension and panic when she was around. It explained her violent departure from her own world, though it didn’t take away the sting of the hate that had followed her right up to the shuttle.
One slip. One little slip at her aunt’s funeral and her careful years of hiding what she was dissipated in an instant. When her cousin had sobbed onto her shoulder that she would give anything to speak to her mother again, Zeyan had called her aunt’s soul.
When Aunt Leerani had walked toward them, her cousin shrieked in panic and the rest of the funeral party ran. That left Zeyan and her aunt conversing quietly in the drizzling rain.
The authorities had arrived two hours later and her weeks of confinement had begun while trials were held without her. The Sector Guard had mitigated her sentence and she agreed to transport. A week passed and now, here she was, in the custody of the Citadel and looking into the eyes of a man who was offering her a future.
“Well, Orenn, I think I could use some water and I would like to check on the healer who tried to take my discomfort. Can we do that?”
He offered her his arm and she took it, nodding to the others in the greeting party. The woman smiled as they passed and patted her arm, probably not even knowing that she was doing it.
Zeyan resigned herself to tenure of being stroked and patted by the talented. As an occupation went, it wasn’t too bad a situation. She had food, lodgings and clothing taken care of. Now, she only had to figure out what they wanted her to do for her keep.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
Orenn showed her the interior of the expansive complex. The walls were lined to keep the mental communication to a minimum, but Zeyan could see all the static and broadcasting in the common areas.
She had to ask, “Why do they broadcast like that?”
Orenn paused slightly. “What do you mean?”
“All of the talents who communicate are either humming or sparking. There is very little control in evidence.”
“You can sense it?”
“I can see it.” She chuckled and rubbed at her forehead.
He nodded. “I would like to discuss that with you tomorrow if you are amenable.”
“Fine. Where is the healer that got ill?”
“Quedar is a contact healer. She should really have made sure that it was more than simple nausea causing you distress. The medical centre is this way.” He led her through an archway and waved at the ranks of beds arranged neatly against the walls and the figures in pale-coloured robes that paced around the few occupied areas.
“Everyone here wears robes?” They seemed a little bulky for her.
“It is easier to determine the occupation of the wearer if we colour code our staff and students.” He led her to the bed where the healer was resting.
Zeyan smiled at the woman and touched her arm. “I am very sorry. My people don’t have healers, so I wasn’t sure what you were doing until you made contact. At that point, it was too late.”
Quedar smiled. “I should have taken my time. It is drilled into us that we should not jump into healing without questioning a conscious patient.”
The touch was stabilising her. That much Zeyan could feel. She smiled and casually patted the woman before withdrawing and returning to Orenn’s side.
Quedar looked down at her arm and her long fingers caressed her scalp. “What did you do?”
Zeyan winked. “You have your talent, I have mine.”
She looked up at Orenn and they returned to their tour of the common areas. Meals were taken in a dining hall and seatings were five times per day so that everyone could eat on their own schedules.
There were classrooms, gardens, meditation centres and common areas for people to socialize.
Orenn showed her the assembly hall and smiled. “There are dances and social events, including concerts and performances put on by staff and locals. You can be as social as you want to be here.”
“That is comforting. Here, I was worried I would be confined to a cell.” She tried to smile, but she was rather tired.
He laughed. “Speaking of cells, your quarters are this way.”
They passed several folk of different races in the hallway. Zeyan tried not to stare. Her people grudgingly traded with other worlds, but they tried to keep their population’s exposure to aliens minimized.
Orenn showed her to her rooms and she widened her eyes at the space, the bright blue bedspread and the connecting lav. It was far more luxurious than her room at home. He opened a wardrobe and she noted the ghostly white of the robes.
“You will wear white as a student colour until you are acclimated to the Citadel. If you decide to teach, your colour will shift to deep blue.” He bowed and smiled. “I will come and get you in the morning. Have a good night’s rest. There is fruit on the table.”
He left her before she could ask him anything else.
Zeyan opened drawers and found not only water glasses, but a cabinet that contained an entertainment unit.
Watching the screen full of alien programming, she selected a documentary on the Citadel. The speaker began with a history of Alliance races and Zeyan enjoyed listening to the lecture while she got herself a drink and ate a relatively bland piece of fruit.
She took a set of robes out of the closet and tried them on. The fabric swirled around her with the faint scent of the wood from the wardrobe. A set of tunics and loose trousers were also hanging in the closet in the same white.
The sun was long gone on this world, but she could still feel the waking pulse of her home in her blood.
Zeyan’s mind sought out the souls of those nearby. She found several couples involved in sexual activity and passed them by, seeking a count of those around her. Most of the several hundred occupants of the Citadel were asleep or winding down for the night.
She unlaced her vest and slipped out of the robes and her old clothing. She folded them carefully, unsure of what to do with the last remnant of her old life. She piled it together and placed it at the bottom of the wardrobe, next to the new boots and sandals provided.
Crawling between the sheets, she settled in for a restless night, listening to how the Citadel had been a united effort by dozens of worlds to train their psychics.
She was just the last in a long line of talents who had ended up in the clutches of the Citadel. It was the last thought she had until morning.
 
A knocking at her door woke her with a jolt. She moved quickly and opened it. “Hello?”
Orenn was standing there, his robes perfect and his hair neatly braided down his back, making his pointed ears exceptionally prominent. His eyes widened in surprise. “You aren’t dressed.”
She looked down and took in her skin, the cascade of her hair over one shoulder and the small stripe above her pubic area. “I just woke up. I won’t be a minute. Would you prefer to wait inside?”
He arched an eyebrow and obviously discussed something with himself. “Yes, I think I will.”
Zeyan let him in and quickly retrieved the clothing, including a breast band, before darting into the lav.
She didn’t bother fiddling with the water settings, merely jumped in, gasped at the cold and scrubbed quickly. Shivering and a little blue, she towelled off and slithered into her new clothes. Drawstrings made the trousers fit and the tunic had a sash that held the fabric tightly to her waist. The robes flowed comfortably around her, helping with the chill that she had contracted and she slipped on the sandals while combing her hair.
Ready for breakfast, she returned to her bedroom to see Orenn tidying the sheets. He blinked in surprise. “That was incredibly quick.”
She smiled. “I should be awake before this time tomorrow. My clock is still a little off.”
“Shall we go to the dining hall? You look like you can use some protein.” He smiled and she held her breath as her heart did a little flip.
Yesterday, he was an attractive male. This morning, he was devastating. The blue of his robes made his eyes sparkle.
She shoved her flickering attraction aside and inclined her head. “Please. I would enjoy seeing more of the facility during daylight.”
“We will have a more thorough tour after you eat.” He grinned and offered her his arm. “We will also meet with the assessment officer. She will assist in your placement.”
They left her quarters and merged with the slowly thickening stream of folk in the Citadel robes.
Zeyan whispered. “What do you mean by placement?”
“Each member of the Citadel goes through a regimen of meditation and duties to the facility. Your grasp of your talent will determine your placement.”
Orenn didn’t seem to notice that everyone they passed reached out to touch her, but she felt each tug at her soul as they sought her out.
Nine hundred eighty-six souls were within a five-kilometre radius. Three were near death but most were healthy and happy.
She smiled as yet another person brushed up against her. “I know what I am.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
Orenn sat next to her in the assessment officer’s comfortable rooms. Iyanna sat with her hands in her lap, her burgundy robes flowing around her and over the arms of the chair. Her ivory hair was in stark contrast to her onyx skin, but her gold eyes were kind.
“Zeyan Rev…”
Zeyan raised her hand. “Stop. I have been disallowed use of my family name. I will be Zeyan from here on out.”
Iyanna nodded. “Understood, Zeyan. May I ask what the nature of your talent is?”
Zeyan shrugged. “By the myths of my people, I am a soul keeper.”
“Can you explain the nature of your gift?” Iyanna was making notes on a data pad.
“I suppose it is a gift, but on my world, it is forbidden to have an active talent.” She sipped the tea that the assessment officer had served.
“When did you first know about your talent?”
She dragged in a deep breath. “My grandfather died when I was eleven. I was with family at his bedside. When they all went to make arrangements for burial, I crept back into his rooms and knelt at his bedside. With everything in me, I wanted to see him again, to speak with him again and he came to me. He stood at the bedside and he put his hand on my head, telling me that it was his time and he would love me no matter what, but that I couldn’t tell anyone. I could never tell anyone that I called him.”
“Was that the only time?”
“No. I could always call the dead even a few days after death. I can speak to them before they move on and I can hold them again, tell them that it isn’t too late to send messages to their loved ones and I can hold them inside me until they are ready to go.”
Orenn sat up straight and stared at her. “What?”
“I can hold the souls within me until they are ready to go. Accident victims, victims of violence, they all have a hard time moving on. I hold them in my mind until they get their bearings and then let them go.”
Iyanna seemed fascinated. “What is the most you have held at one time?”
“Five souls. A family who died in a fire.” She closed her eyes at the memory. They had been friends and in her fifteenth year, she had taken them from the accident site and kept them safe until they had adapted to the idea of death. She had let them go after their funerals and held a small ceremony in the darkness, releasing floating lanterns to mark their spiritual freedom.
Arching her brows, Iyanna made a note in the file she was working on. “That is amazing. I have never met a talent who could separate souls from a body.”
Zeyan leaned back and ran her hands through her hair. “That isn’t what I do. I collect souls that are loose and lost and keep them safe until their energy is willing to move on. In a few cases, I can give the souls visible form to speak with.”
“Ah. Would you be willing to demonstrate it?”
“Sure. There are three dying folk in the surrounding area. They should come to me as soon as they pass.”
Orenn’s eyes widened. “You can feel the dying?”
She sighed and explained, “I can feel everyone. Nine hundred and eighty-six souls in the area. Only three are dying and they are very old.”
The two members of the Citadel looked at each other and a silent communication flowed from Orenn to Iyanna.
“I can also see you doing that.”
Orenn blinked. “What?”
“Psychic communication, emotional transfer, every time a mind or soul leaves its body to touch another. It leaves a visible trail that I can see.” She drummed her nails on the edge of the couch she sat on. “It is also very rude.”
Iyanna blushed. “You are quite correct. Orenn was surprised at your ability to see and count the minds of those around you.”
“It is more difficult in a city, so I have kept my residence to the countryside as much as I was able to.” Zeyan shrugged.
Orenn nodded as if that made perfect sense. “Why does everyone touch you?”
She chuckled. “I didn’t think you noticed. It isn’t everyone who touches me, only the talented. As far as I have been able to tell, the normal members of a population find me unsettling.”
Orenn raised a brow. “And the talented?”
“They draw strength from me. Somehow, my aura settles the talent.”
Iyanna leaned forward. “Well, that explains my urge to get close to you. Does it ever get inappropriate?”
“Not yet. Most keep the touch to my arms, back, spontaneous hugs and the like.”
“Do you know why?” Iyanna was intent.
“I suspect it has some connection to my seeing talent communications and psychic energy. Your souls literally spread beyond your bodies to use your talents, so contact with me seals you more firmly into your physical forms for a moment. This is a comforting sensation for most from what I have been able to observe.”
Iyanna raised her hand and extended it. “May I?”
Grinning, Zeyan met her halfway, lightly touching her forearm. The velvety look of her skin was confirmed by the contact and when Iyanna’s eyes closed momentarily, Zeyan released her. It took Iyanna a few seconds to return the favour and when she did, there was a relaxed grin on her lips.
“That felt…nice. I don’t know another word for it.” Iyanna touched her own hand and rubbed her palms together.
Orenn asked his friend, “Is Vesa available? She might be able to provide some insight as to what is going on in Zeyan’s aura.”
Iyanna reached over and pressed a few numbers on a com pad. When the other side of the line picked up, she smiled, “Vesa, can you come to my office?”
“Sure. What do you need?”
“An observation.”
“I will be there right away.” The com went quiet.
A knock on the door made Zeyan jump, but Orenn grinned, “Vesa’s office is across the hall.”
The woman was small, silvery with black hair and huge black eyes. Zeyan wasn’t up on all the races, but there was something familiar about the physical form.
She came forward in the same burgundy robes that Iyanna wore. “What am I to observe?”
“Our newest member, Zeyan, has a certain effect on the equilibrium of talents. I think it might be something that you can see.” Iyanna straightened.
“Ready when you are.”
Iyanna reached out and took Zeyan’s hand again.
Vesa let out a low whistle. “Zeyan, are you doing that deliberately?”
“No, it is a simple reflex.”
“Does it draw power from you at all?”
“No. Folks can touch me all day. It doesn’t hurt. No change in my energy level at all.”
Iyanna reluctantly released her hand and nodded to Orenn.
Zeyan was less cool when she met Orenn’s gaze. His touch on her upper arm sent a tingle through her that had Zeyan staring at Vesa defiantly. The aura reader kept an almost straight face, but there was a gleam of knowledge in her eyes.
When Orenn released her arm, she relaxed into the couch and asked Vesa, “What did you see?”
“Your energy literally wraps and hugs those who touch you. It is no wonder that they are comforted by you, you compress their energies gently and leave them feeling whole.” Vesa smiled, edging closer.
Zeyan picked up on the hint. “Yes, Vesa, you can touch me, too.”
Without any warning, all three of the Citadel members made contact with her, with Vesa watching her intently.
She felt the contact but nothing else. Vesa blinked her huge black eyes and withdrew her grip. Iyanna followed suit, but Orenn was the last one to remove his touch.
Vesa took a seat in the room and fanned herself. “Well, that was fascinating. I have never felt so cared for as when you touched me. I knew I was safe in the depths of my soul. Is that how it was for you two?”
Orenn nodded. “It was like I was surrounded by comfort, like nothing harmful could touch me.”
Iyanna agreed. “It was the same for me.”
Zeyan poured herself another cup of tea. “And yet, when I am next to normal folk, whatever I radiate acts like repellent.”
Iyanna smiled, “I think we can offer you several positions. How do you feel about travelling?”
“I would like to get over my space sickness first. Is there anything else?”
Iyanna tapped her finger on the file. “I think I have the right place for you. You will have to go through your initial orientation classes, but based on the side effect of your talent, I believe you would best be served with a singular tutor. We will offer the position to our instructors and a suitable candidate will be drawn from the applicants. Is that acceptable?”
“What would I be doing in my duties?”
“Teaching a class on the migration of souls. Many of the species we deal with are vague on the concept and you are precisely the person to speak about it.”
“The migration or just souls in general? Or how about the extension of the soul that allows talents to function beyond the constraints of the body?” Ideas were flowing in Zeyan’s mind. She had craved the opportunity to inform those who would never know what effect the soul had on talents.
“You can speak on whatever subject you like. Now, you can complete the tours of the facilities and spend a few hours in the meditation garden. Let Orenn know if any of those close to death come to you.”
“Don’t you want to know where they are so you can send healers?”
“If they haven’t sent healers to them by now, they are dying of natural causes.” Vesa was practical.
“I would request that you make sure of that. If someone gets me a map, I can pinpoint the fading lives.”
Orenn was curious. “The souls will come to you after death?”
“Only if they don’t proceed immediately. Some say that the souls dissipate, but some souls choose to stay or are too shocked at their situation to move on. If these folk are ready for death, I won’t see them unless I call them.”
Orenn raised his brows again. “You can summon the dead?”
She laughed. “How else could I keep them safe?”
As the first steps of a schedule came into being, Zeyan relaxed at being surrounded by her own kind. For the first time in her life, she didn’t have to stay on her guard and she had the possibility of living a productive life.
The Citadel had distinct possibilities.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
Two months later…
 
A wave of dizziness swept over her, but Zeyan refocused and addressed her students. “So, when you utilize your talent, especially those of you with psychic connections, you extend the energy of your persona or your soul into the surrounding area. This is why the mind-body connection has to be cultivated and strengthened as much as possible.”
She swayed and leaned against her desk, the fatigue that was her constant companion struck her hard.
“Instructor Zeyan? Are you all right?” One of her students rushed toward her but stopped when she raised her palm.
“I will be fine. I am dismissing class today, but I want all of you to study instances in your species’ history where souls or minds were separated from bodies. It is important to know the dangers so that you can ensure your own safety.” Zeyan swayed again.
“I insist that you submit to an exam.”
Zeyan scowled at her eager student. The fanatic intensity of a healer was in his eyes. “I will submit to a standard mechanical exam. You are not qualified to make contact with me. Ask Quedar for details.”
She reached for her cup of tea and slugged down a bolt before straightening and heading for the door. Her robes were purple, the colour of a teaching student.
Her route to medical blurred in her vision, but she made it after waving off a dozen offers of help. “Doctor Tinneer, I seem to be having that problem again.”
“Wonderful, I just got a new scope in from Morganti. This is the perfect time to test it out. Hop on up here, Zeyan.”
The physician patted the table and Zeyan lunged for it, catching it on the second swipe of her flailing arms. She hauled herself onto the table and flopped back into a prone position.
Within her first week at the Citadel, the medical staff had stopped trying to touch her. Quedar’s tale of contact had spread throughout the healers and after two tried to heal minor cuts Zeyan had earned during a stint in the kitchen, no others touched her.
The light of the scanner was soothing. It ran over her body from head to toe and back again. Doctor Tinneer helped her sit up the moment that the light shut off. Zeyan noted the thick gloves that the healer was wearing. “Did those come from Morganti as well?”
Tinneer laughed. “Yes. We filed a request just for you.” He made sure that she was stable and went to read the details of the report. He cursed softly under his breath and switched the display.
Zeyan sat as the Citadel doctor called in psychic specialists from all over the facility. She waited patiently, swinging her legs as they poured over her test results. After an hour, she coughed, “How long do I have?”
Tinneer came to face her. “You are dying and we don’t know why.”
A Wyoran healer raised her hand. “I don’t know about your species, but this effect resembles a catastrophic Wyoran-link failure. Your body keeps reaching for a mind or spirit that isn’t there and it is dying as it wastes all of its energy in the search.”
Zeyan groaned as the idea sank in.
Tinneer rushed toward her, “Is that it? Does your species form psychic links?”
She chuckled. “Not in the way you think. How many of my species have been recorded as leaving Heschell?”
She waited while they brought up the records.
Tinneer rubbed at his eyes and the other healers exchanged looks. “None. None of your kind have ever left the surface of your world for more than a week.”
Quedar stepped forward and cleared her throat. “I felt a gaping loss before Zeyan was able to close me out. A draining that almost knocked me unconscious in under a minute.”
Zeyan kept her legs swinging in a slow rhythm. “So, without my world to bond to, my body is searching for an anchor and not finding it. It is exhausting me with the search. Until death.”
Tinneer growled. “We are not going to let that happen.”
Zeyan frowned, “I don’t see how that is possible. My life is linked to my world and if I return to my world, there is a death sentence waiting for me.”
Quedar nodded grimly. “Then we are going to have to find an anchor to take the place of your world.”
“What?”
Zeyan spent the rest of the night in medical playing dice with the on-duty physician. The rest of the healer team was interviewing the handful of psychics strong enough to act as an anchor for her.
“How can you be so cheerful?” Desli asked as he tossed the dice.
“What do you mean?”
“You are facing a rapid deterioration of your existence and yet, you are playing games.”
“Ah.” She chuckled and took her turn, clapping and recording her score. “Well, to understand this, you have to know that my entire life has been a death sentence. From the moment we enter school, we are taught that the genetic tampering of our ancestors was an abomination. Any deviation from the norm in the culture of Heschell is considered horrendous enough to warrant destruction on sight.”
“There are no talents or gifted on your world?”
“None that admit their talent if they want to live. I outed myself when I tried to help my cousin with her grief. In that moment, I surrendered my right to life by the standards of my people.”
“That’s horrible. Why did you do it?”
“Because I saw someone in need. She said she wanted a moment with her mother and that I could provide. I was also tired of hiding. So very tired.”
The healer smiled. That was something he could understand. “You were chafing?”
Zeyan chuckled. Chafing was a common Citadel term for the urge to use a dangerous talent. “Yes, I was chafing and so I opened myself to judgement. The offer of the Sector Guard came as a complete surprise. It was nice, don’t get me wrong, but it wasn’t expected.”
“So, you exposed your talent in public and knew that you would die and then you didn’t.”
She laughed and took her turn. “You are making it sound like the slowest suicide in history. I didn’t want to die. I just didn’t want to hide what I was anymore. It was exhausting and it wore on my emotions.”
“What will you do if they can’t find an anchor for you?”
She shrugged. “I will continue as long as I can and then slowly join the souls that I speak to. Death holds no fear for me.”
A cleared throat behind her made her twist in place. “Doctor Tinneer, no takers?”
He rubbed his face and then smiled. “We have three candidates out of the dozen we interviewed. You will be able to choose from the three and I would suggest you do it sooner rather than later.”
She stared at him. “What do you mean sooner?”
“They are waiting behind me.” He stepped aside and three men wearing different robe colours walked into the room behind him.
That they were all men struck her immediately, but she supposed that it made sense to create a strong link with a member of the opposite sex.
The male in white was one of her students, Wiccho. He was a Wyoran, smart, funny and had a hard time not touching her.
The male in red was one of the admin team. Xoon was a Vimpyr with altered biochemistry to defend him from the ultraviolet rays that his kind was prone to.
The third was… “Orenn.” The word left her lips in a sigh and the two others gave each other rueful looks before bowing and leaving the med centre.
Orenn moved to her bed and sat at her side. “I am willing to anchor you, but you have to know that I am often called in for consults on cases and events attended by the Sector Guard. If we are connected, you will have to go, too, and I don’t know how you will take to flying.”
Zeyan nodded and stared into his eyes. “I am thinking that my initial problem was separation from my world. I am hoping to be fine during travel from here on out. Are you doing this because you want to?”
His position had separated them the moment that her week of introduction was over. He had left on three assignments that she was aware of, accompanied by the Guardsmen.
“I have wanted to get close to you since you arrived here. I can think of no better means than by extending your life to achieve that goal.” He reached out and caressed her cheek.
Her heart started pounding the moment that physical contact began. He was the only one who sent her into this state and she wasn’t sure if she was going to enjoy the process of taking him on as her anchor. It might be more than she could handle.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
“How does this work?” She kept staring into the eyes of her soon-to-be anchor.
Orenn smiled. “I am not sure. From what I have been told, Wyoran’s do it with instinct. Can you reach for my mind with yours?”
Zeyan bit her lip. “I haven’t ever done that before. Will you promise not to laugh if I do it wrong?”
He took her hands in his own and solemnly promised. “I won’t laugh.”
Zeyan looked to the healers and they were aiming the recorders at her, trying to capture data on a never-before-seen event. She twisted her lips and looked at Orenn, seeing his aura and the distinct pattern that was him alone.
As she watched his pattern, she extended her soul around his, encapsulating him in the power that spun out of her without ceasing. It was fascinating to feel her soul stick to his as it melded to him. There was a space between them that was a mix of their personal energies, but he remained an individual as did she.
With a sigh, she retracted her energy and a thin tendril of the blend remained between them. The missing connection that had drained her filled in less than three minutes with her Admaryn descendant linked to her mind and body.
Tinneer whistled softly. “That is amazing.”
Orenn seemed dazed. “What is?”
“She is actually wrapped around your power with a thin shell. You might not be able to see or feel it, but the monitors are recording a blend of talent.” Tinneer shook his head. “Zeyan, is this what you did on your world?”
She smiled. “I suppose I did. I surrounded it over a lifetime. I knew the location of every soul on Heschell and I can tell you, I am glad it was sparsely populated.”
Tinneer cocked his head. “How many?”
“Twelve thousand, nine hundred and thirty-one as of the moment I left.”
Orenn was giving her a strange look. “You could feel all of them?”
“Yes. I knew when they lived and when they died. It was tiring and I needed to be able to show someone.”
Tinneer nodded as if that made perfect sense. “You will have to remain close together for a few days until you are fully recovered, Zeyan.”
“I feel fine.”
Orenn gripped her hands tightly, “You will do as the doctor says.”
“You can’t order me around.” She scowled and tried to extricate her hands.
“I can. I am your anchor and you will depend on me from here on. That means that I am taking an active interest in your safety and condition.”
She opened and closed her mouth several times while she wrestled with that logic. “Fine. I am exhausted, so where do I sleep?”
A gleam came into his eyes. “My rooms will be the best option. I have an early-morning class and having you with me would be easier than trying to work my way out of the student quarters.”
Orenn taught two classes at the Citadel when he was in residence. A course on psychic focus as a weapon and a martial arts class.
“So, I will have to attend your classes?”
“And I will attend yours.” He inclined his head in a gesture of fairness.
“Fine, let’s get me out of bed and…well, into bed.” She yawned and smiled.
Orenn looked to the doctor and when Tinneer said, “We have all we need for tonight. If you could return tomorrow, Zeyan, I would like to track your progress.”
She grumbled, “Fine.”
“I will make sure she returns here, Tinneer.” Orenn helped her to her feet. “Now, let’s get you into bed.”
She stood and smiled at the steadiness of her balance. Taking her robes off the hook, she folded them over one arm and linked the other with Orenn. He smiled down at her as if he had won some sort of prize.
The halls were sparsely populated, only the nocturnal staff and students were in the common areas.
“Why did you agree?” Orenn’s voice was loud in the empty hall.
She tried to catch the thread of the question. “To save my life?”
“No, to me as your anchor. Wiccho is Wyoran and knows how this works. Xoon is primarily nocturnal and would leave you alone much of the time and neither of them leave the Citadel. Why me?”
They were outside his quarters and she waited until they were inside his rooms before she told him the truth. “The moment that I saw you, I didn’t see them. Does that make sense?”
He stood in front of her and caressed her cheek. “It makes perfect sense. When you are in a room, all I see is you and when I am away, all I think of is you.”
She blinked and went up on tiptoe to plant a kiss on his lips. “I feel the same, now where am I going to sleep?”
He waved his hand at the bed. “I can take the couch if you prefer.”
She smiled. cupped his cheeks in her palms and nodded. “Please, take the couch. I need a full night’s sleep now that I am not in danger of being dead in the morning.”
He leaned in to kiss her, but she dodged his mouth.
“None of that. It is way too soon to consider that kind of thing. I owe you my life, not my body.”
Orenn blinked and she felt him touch her mind for the first time. She wasn’t sure what he saw, but whatever it was made him nod and turn away from her to the couch.
She turned and draped her robes over the foot of the bed and then followed it with her tunic, breast band and trousers.
Orenn was watching her with an undecipherable expression. She suddenly had the thought that there might be a clothing taboo. “Is nudity a problem?”
He swallowed and drew a deep breath. “No. Not a problem at all.”
She turned back the covers and slid between the sheets. She still didn’t feel quite right, but her exhaustion had fallen away. The fatigue that she felt was bone deep but natural.
A frisson of guilt ran through her. “Orenn, come to the bed. No contact, but you won’t even fit on the couch properly, let alone get a good night’s sleep.”
He didn’t acknowledge her with words. She heard the rustle of his clothing and then the dip as he slid into the bed. If it hadn’t been so large, she would have felt a little vulnerable, but there was plenty of room and no reason for them to come into contact.
As theories went, she thought it was pretty sound.
 
Waking with her arm wrapped around him protectively sent a small jolt through Zeyan.
“Thank goodness you are awake. If we don’t get breakfast quickly, we won’t make it to my morning class.” Orenn’s sleep-roughened voice woke her completely.
Zeyan removed her arm from his torso and she rolled away, gathering the sheets against her as she took in the heat points on her skin from where she had pressed against him. “I am sorry.”
He stretched and she watched the play of muscles under his skin. The rise in the sheets covering him from the hips down made her swallow out of reflex.
He saw the direction of her gaze and gave her a lazy grin. “Don’t worry. That happens to most males in the morning. I am not saying that having all your soft skin pressed against me didn’t cause a reaction, but we would have to run a more thorough experiment to be sure.”
“Do you want the shower first, or shall I take it?”
“Ladies first.”
He gestured for her to take the first turn and she didn’t hesitate. She bolted from the bed and quickly ran through her morning rituals in the very masculine bathroom.
Wrapped in a dark blue towel, she emerged and returned the gesture. “All yours.”
He grinned and passed her, giving her a light swat to the buttocks. “A roommate who is considerate of my schedule. I could get to like this.”
Roommate. That was accurate. They were sharing space and she was using him as a fulcrum for her very life. It was not a fair trade, but she would try to make sure that he did not regret his generosity.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
“Strike.”
Zeyan punched air and Orenn came up and corrected her stance and the angle of her fist.
“Strike.”
She switched to the left hand forward and mimicked the correct stance he had just shown her. He nodded and walked to the next student in line.
“Strike.”
She sent her fist forward and felt the power rippling through her body. A strong body contributed to a stronger talent. In the two weeks that they had been connected, he had worked out with her every day, fighting to make her body strong and completely under her control.
Zeyan hadn’t realised that her body’s issues had caused a reduction in her muscle tone and overall health, but Orenn had. He helped her build a meal plan and she was allowed into his advanced combat class when it should have taken her years to qualify.
Each night, he gave her a rubdown and they spent an hour in silent meditation, strengthening their bond. Every morning, Zeyan woke with her body on, around or pressed against Orenn and they simply acted as if her clinging behaviour was normal.
It was an odd sort of camaraderie, but their new schedule was coming fairly easily.
“Strike.”
She just wished that he would try and kiss her again. She could feel his desire at every moment of every day. Zeyan was also fairly certain that he could feel hers.
In the meantime, she would work herself into an exhausted stupor every day.
“Strike!”
Tomorrow, they would move to sparring and she would get to use a few of the techniques that she was learning on a real person. A smile crept across her face as she imagined flipping Orenn to his back and straddling him until the heat between them flared. Well, it was worth fantasizing about.
 
“I have requisitioned some alternate clothing for you. Robes do not work on assignment with the Sector Guard.”
“Really? I thought I would forever swish when I walked.” Zeyan quirked a grin.
He chuckled and wrapped an arm around her waist. “I wouldn’t mind. I would be able to keep tabs on you at all times.”
She smirked as they walked to the clothier. “I thought you already did that.” She bumped his hip with her own, astonished at her boldness.
“The sound makes it easier.”
She laughed and nodded to a few of her students who were in one of the common areas. “What kind of clothing was requested?”
“A sturdy vest with built-in body armour and some leggings that have the same properties.”
“Footwear?”
“A nice knee-high boot to match your leggings.”
“What do you wear?”
“Whatever the occasion demands.”
They entered their quarters and she smiled at the stack of parcels on her bed. It was refreshing to be near a man who appreciated that she hated surprises. Physically, she kept her cool as she ran her hands over the crackling tissue that covered the fabric, but emotionally, she was a child getting a present again.
The vest was a shimmering burgundy fabric with a heavy leathery feel. The trousers were grey and scaled but felt soft to the touch. The boots matched the trousers in a solid grey. It was a uniform of sorts, because there were matching pieces in different colours as she worked through the pile.
A small carry-on was included with the clothing. It was large enough to hold three changes of clothes and two pairs of boots. She packed everything into the go-bag with the certainty that she would need it soon.
“Thanks, Orenn. I would never have thought to order clothing. Where did it come from?”
Orenn was sitting in their small living area, his feet up on the ottoman and his body facing the entertainment screen. “Morganti, where all good body armour is born.”
She folded the paper away and tucked it at the bottom of her wardrobe. Orenn’s birthday was in a few weeks and while she knew it was useless to hide something from a telepath, she was still going to try. He did enjoy surprises. For him, they were few and far between.
The go-bag took its place in the wardrobe and she spent a moment observing her violet robes hanging next to his blue ones. They had been given new quarters in the couples section of the Citadel. The walls were thicker and the rooms more spacious.
She took a seat next to him and worked on her next day’s lessons.
“Your students enjoy your lectures on the safety of their souls.”
Zeyan snorted. “You make it sound like a religious exercise.”
“You know what I mean.”
She chuckled. “Yes, I know what you mean. Far too many of my students have worn holes in their auras due to hyperextending their mental reach. They are suffering degradation of their working mental structure.”
“And you tell them this?” He laid his arm behind her neck.
“Of course. I know that Quedar and the other healers lecture them on this sort of thing, but I can see it and tackle it on a case-by-case basis.” In what was becoming a habit, she snuggled up against him and relaxed. His arm curled tightly around her.
They spent the evening together, she working on her lesson plan and he was slowly stroking her hair. When they rose to go to bed, the chirp of the com drew their attention. Orenn sighed and walked over to the desk that they shared, his shirt open and trousers low on his hips.
Zeyan had removed her shirt and was working on her trousers when Orenn called her over.
There was another Admaryn crossbreed on the screen and his eyes widened in appreciation as she looked over Orenn’s shoulder. “Yes?”
“Are you Zeyan, recently of Heschell?”
She looped her arms around Orenn’s shoulders for balance. “I am. Why are you asking and who are you, Guardsman?”
The uniform of the Sector Guard was unmistakable. The grin that the man gave her was so similar to Orenn’s, it sent a chill down her spine.
“My call sign is Rupture, but I give Orenn authorization to share my other name. Phase and I are on watch during a medical crisis. Apparently, there is a plague world that needs your help, Zeyan.”
She blinked. “What can I do to help with a plague?”
“I will leave that for our healer to explain to you. We are expecting you in a few hours. Your shuttle should be landing right now.”
Zeyan blinked. “We don’t get a choice in this?”
Orenn shook his head. “When you agreed to take me as your anchor, you agreed to go with me on assignments. I did not conceive of the reversal, but here we are.”
“We will see you as soon as your pilot can get you here. Rupture out.” He winked as he flicked off the connection.
Zeyan pressed a kiss to Orenn’s cheek. “A relative.”
“My cousin, Fenn. He and Kahlia are partners. Though Rupture and Phase is how we will address them while they are on duty.”
She chuckled and released him. “Well, I suppose they were just waiting until I had my travelling clothes.”
He rubbed his neck while she slipped out of her trousers and into the new scaled-fitted set.
“Whoever created these got the fit perfect.” The vest slipped on and gave her a warm and snug support as she laced it from her navel to mid-chest.
She stomped into the boots, stuffed a set of robes in her small bag and met Orenn at the door. “Ready when you are.”
He pressed a quick kiss to her forehead and she couldn’t help but admire the fit of his own clothing. It followed the same burgundy and grey pattern as her own but covering slabs of muscle gave his clothing quite a different effect.
“Whatever they ask you to do, I will be there with you, so draw on me when you need to.”
She shrugged and watched him lock their quarters. They walked through the halls and while several of the nocturnals saw them, no one commented on their choice of attire.
The sleek silver shuttle was waiting for them. A huge, burly Kozue was leaning up against the exterior. “Zeyan and Orenn?”
They nodded.
“I am Hardcore, inside is Green. We will be your pilots for today. Come along, plagues take hold with suddenness and spread like fire. Guardian and Pax are waiting for us.”
Zeyan took hold of Orenn’s hand. “Well, if people are waiting, why are we standing here?”
Hardcore grinned and led the way into the shuttle.
They were on their way in under five minutes and Zeyan had no idea what they expected her to do.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
Her voice was flat. “That is Heschell. I can’t land on Heschell.”
Panic rose in her throat as she replayed that drive from the holding centre to the spaceport, everyone around her filled with rage and fear.
Orenn’s mind touched hers and he didn’t send her calm, but his emotions were a brick to support her if she needed it.
Green was looking at her partner. Hardcore merely shrugged. “We aren’t taking you down. Neither of us is sure we are immune and getting a suit to fit around Green’s wings is a tricky proposition. We will hand you over to Guardian and Pax. They were the ones to summon you.”
Zeyan looked down and saw Orenn’s hand clasping her own. “Where are they?”
Green lifted one hand from the controls and pointed at the large object immediately in front of them.
“The Sanctuary is the largest Sector Guard ship so far. It belongs to Udell base for emergencies such as this, has a complete diagnostics lab as well as room for thousands.”
It was part warship, part space station.
Zeyan had never seen anything like it before. While she took in the huge machine, Green got clearance for docking and brought them inside.
A silvery Guardsman and a woman with ivory hair met them in the docking bay. “Zeyan? I am Guardian, this is Pax. We need to brief you on the situation down below and commit to a plan of treatment.”
She clung tightly to Orenn’s hand and nodded for Guardian to lead the way.
 
“Nine days ago, a plague broke out on Heschell. It struck here and here.” Guardian brought up a map and pointed at the Neduskar mountain range.
“I don’t see how you think I can help.”
Guardian pressed a button and a medical technician came into the boardroom with a selection of syringes.
“Our techs have come up with the means to immunize you. It will be effective against the strain within hours.”
“Ah, because I am of Heschell.”
“Guardian and I are both immune, but we can’t guarantee immunity for any other races. Rupture is with Phase on crowd control outside the hospices. They were both able to take the shots with little side effect.”
“Have you tested it on one of my kind?”
Guardian scowled and shook his head. “No. They have refused to allow us to test it, even though their population is falling to it exponentially as time passes. In a few days, only a handful will remain untouched.”
Zeyan grinned. “I come from a stubborn and insular people.”
“We have been trying to find the parent race so that we can run tests on samples, but no one on Heschell is cooperating. We have no idea how your folk originated, do you?”
The hiss of the hypo made her flinch, but the icy fluid creeping through her veins made her shake. “Uh, no. I am not aware of the specifics. I know we were a group of protestors who took to the stars but not sure where we came from. It is a closed section of our history.”
Orenn held her hands as she started to twitch. “What is happening?”
Zeyan tried to hold steady, but her body was spasming. “I am guessing that I am having a reaction to the shot. You should get one. This is fun.”
She stared into his eyes as the medic scanned her and administered shot after shot until she fainted.
 
Her mouth tasted metallic and Orenn was at her side the moment she woke.
He brushed the hair away from her face and smiled. “You lied. That wasn’t fun.”
Her voice was a croak. “It was fun for a while.”
He helped her sit up and supported her while she sipped at a cup of water.
“How long was I out?”
“Three hours. I have gotten my inoculation and am ready to go when you are.”
A doctor came in with a data pad and smiled. “Zeyan, we managed to pull a ton of information off the monitors while you were out. Thanks to your violent reaction, we now have a much better idea of what we are dealing with.”
Orenn perked up. “What is it, Helsin?”
The brightly coloured doctor brought up a display and it showed Zeyan’s DNA with the genome of the plague next to it. “This wasn’t chance. This disease was designed to kill your people alone. Any variation in the genes and the disease would not be effective.”
“Well, I am glad that you know that much. Can you create an inoculation that won’t make folks sick?”
His royal blue face split in a grin. “It’s already done. We used your violent reaction to pinpoint the proteins that were targeted as well as the neural transmissions. You are now immune to the plague killing your people.”
“Oh. Good. I thought the day was a total waste.” Zeyan deliberately kept her tone light, but the images of her family dying were foremost in her mind.
Orenn kept her hand in his. “It is all right to fear for them, Zeyan”
“I know. I know that my family wants me dead, but I just can’t…”
Helsin inclined his head. “Perhaps you should know a little about how the plague kills before you arrive on the surface.”
She dragged in a deep breath and nodded. “Go ahead.”
“The victims feel lightheaded, then collapse and while they are in a coma, our psychic specialists have determined that the mind-body connection has been broken.
“After four days in this state, the body passes away. We have no idea what happens to the separated consciousness.”
She groaned. “Four days is the limit for a living soul out of the body. The dead can stay longer, but they are linked to the world and their loved ones. How many are in comas right now?”
Helsin checked his records. “As of two hours ago, seven hundred and forty-six.”
Zeyan smiled up at Orenn, “Then get me to the surface, so I can keep them safe until the treatment is perfected to get them back in their bodies.”
“Whatever you want.”
“Oh wait. Dr. Helsin, do you know if there is still a warrant on my life?”
He nodded. “We had them rescind it for this mission. They agreed to let you help if you could.”
“Fine. Let me get up, clean my teeth, have a snack and then round up the loose souls and keep them healthy until you guys can fix their bodies. It’s going to be quite the afternoon.” Her bright smile hid a wave of unease.
Orenn drew the correlation between her attitude and the situation. “One hundred and forty-seven dead so far, Zeyan. We need to get down there to stop if from climbing.”
“Fine, Orenn. Feed me on the way down.” She moved her legs off the side of the bed and stood up slowly. When her body remained upright, she smiled brightly again.
Orenn wrapped an arm around her waist and kissed her lightly. “Brushing your teeth is an excellent idea.”
When she punched him in the ribs, he laughed. In half an hour, they were on their way down to her home world and laughter was the furthest thing from her mind.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
 
Zeyan grabbed Orenn’s hand and burrowed against his side. The souls rushed at her, forcing her to set up a mental blockade to keep them out.
“Oh.” There was no other word that could make it through her throat. She had to think and she had to think fast.
Orenn wrapped his arms around her and she felt the strength that he offered her. “Take it easy, Zeyan. Do what you can.”
She wanted to take them all in, to keep them safe, but with over five hundred souls clamouring for sanctuary, she needed another place to keep them. “I haven’t done this before.”
“There is a first time for everything. Now, do what you can.”
She stood and stretched her hands out about two feet apart. She focussed on creating a bubble between her hands, a safe zone for the souls to rest. The globe glowed blue, an invitation to all of those lost without a body.
She held her arms high, raising the orb to the heavens and inviting all those confused and alone to a safe place.
Zeyan called the souls to her, offered them safekeeping and soon, they were all protected within the orb.
“You have them all?”
“Everyone who has come to me. For those newly separating from their bodies, I will have to go to them.”
Dr. Helsin followed them out of the shuttle. “You have them gathered? Already?”
Zeyan nodded. “I am missing five souls. I can feel them loose in the area.”
The doctor gave her a peculiar look. “Can you get them to safety?”
“It will mean leaving the spaceport and entering the emergency centre outside the walls and someone will have to carry their bodies.”
With the thoughts of the population easing from a frantic agitation to a calm relief within the orb, she was able to give attention to the area around her.
The familiarity of the air caused a surge of memory. It had to be nearing winter. There was a crispness in the atmosphere that was unmistakable.
She also acknowledged the fear in the living populace outside the walls of the spaceport. “They are going to mob me on sight.”
Dr. Helsin waved at a figure approaching them from the one of the other shuttles. “We have a solution for that.”
A woman approached with a smile, a Sector Guard uniform with a fascinating twisting pattern marking her as one of that elite grouping. “Zeyan? I am Phase. Rupture is my partner and he told me of your problem here on Heschell. I made this for you.”
The woman lifted an armload of fabric and dangled a mask from her fingertips. “The mask should help keep them from realizing who you are and the cloak will help you with the weather. Snow seems to be in the air.”
“Thank you, Phase. Time moves in a peculiar way at the Citadel. I did not realize that it would be this close to winter when we arrived.” The mask fit snugly on her face, covering her from forehead to jaw line, leaving only her nose, lips and chin exposed to the air.
The cloak swirled around her, warming her bare shoulders and covering her hair. It swayed and slid around her ankles as she moved and she smiled at Phase. “It is wonderful and very lovely. Thank you.”
“Design used to me my day job. Now, I use it to work off the stress of seeing and doing things no one should have to.”
Zeyan hugged what she knew was the closest thing to a kinswoman she would be allowed. Kahlia returned the hug fiercely. Phase was the woman in the uniform. Kahlia was the woman inside.
The orb holding the souls remained stationary over her head. When she and Phase parted, she looked up at the orb and smiled. The occupants were content and calm.
“They are stable. I think that we can gather the missing who have been hidden by their families.”
Helsin’s yellow eyes widened. “What?”
“You know that the Heschell do not trust outsiders. It would be within cultural norms for a family to hide the infected.” She tried to be analytical, but she knew what they were trying to do, protect their own.
The deep-seated need of the Heschell to protect themselves from the species around them was ingrained in each and every citizen. Zeyan had no idea where that locked-in education came from, but she knew that it was taught in every home and school.
None of the Heschell elders admitted to their species being elsewhere before their arrival on the planet three hundred forty-one years earlier. Zeyan had begun tentative inquiries into the origin of her species but had not gotten beyond the basic requests for her genetic template from the Citadel staffers. She had had the template for five days but had no idea how to go about comparing it to available species and race samples.
“Can you identify the locations of the infected?” Helsin was eager.
“Of course. Can you give me personnel to carry the sick?”
“I will. Wait here a moment.” The doctor took a few steps away and pressed a nodule at his collar. He spoke quietly while Zeyan waited. He turned to look at her. “How many of them are there?”
She held up her hand and indicated five.
He spoke into his collar for another minute before returning. “You will have twelve staff members with you in addition to Orenn—two to guard you from attack and the others to carry the infected into the treatment camp.”
The camp was visible on the far edge of the spaceport. Only the Sector Guard and Alliance shuttles were present, everyone else was locked off world. They hadn’t needed much convincing. A plague was not something most traders were willing to risk.
Orenn looked at the orb and then back to her. “How long can you hold that?”
She grinned. “I used to hold the whole planet. This, I can do forever if need be. If Helsin can keep their bodies alive and flush out the virus or toxin or agent, then I can release the souls either one at a time or en masse.”
“That is impressive.”
She chuckled. “You have known me for months and you think this is impressive? You should see my needle point.”
 
The service personnel from Udell were each from a different species—large, angry species. Every other one of the tall and intimidating carriers was holding a collapsible gurney. The two Guardsmen that volunteered to come with them were out of Teklan base. Mist and Reset were impervious to any virus or bacterial agent. They were the perfect team for an outbreak.
Reset asked, “Do you know where you are going?”
Zeyan nodded, smiling grimly behind her mask. “First stop is the mayor’s home.”
Orenn nodded at the Guardsmen. “Zeyan knows where she is going.”
They nodded in return. Reset gestured to the gates. “Lead the way, Soul Keeper.”
Zeyan raised her eyebrows, but they couldn’t see it behind the fabric encasing her features. Shrugging, she led the way into the city.
The citizens of the largest city on Heschell were scared. Their souls radiated with the panic of the unsure. They wouldn’t attack the newcomers, but then, they weren’t fighting to keep sick family members at home and away from the aliens.
The path to the mayor’s house wasn’t familiar, but Zeyan knew exactly where it was. It was the largest house in the city and all citizens knew it by rumour if not on sight.
Zeyan knew the location and its occupant because of the arrogance of the soul she was seeking. She had felt that contempt before and it only had one source, Ehnyin Skarrol. She whispered to Orenn, “Our first target will be the most difficult. It is the mayor of this fair city and he has no interest in off-world trade.”
“If he is sick, won’t his family want help?”
“Not if they think it isn’t what he wanted. I will ask him and we will see.” She straightened her shoulders and led their merry band toward the house of the man who wanted to see her dead rather than banished from her home.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
 
They didn’t knock on the door, they simply walked through the doors with Mist and Reset on the alert. The other ten guards and medics followed Zeyan as if she was walking through an open field and not into a lushly appointed mansion with gaping servants.
She didn’t need directions, the burn of the soul called her.
They marched into the bedchamber where family surrounded the mayor.
The mayor’s wife stood and bristled at them. “What are you doing here? We are trying to attend to my sick husband.”
Zeyan stood straight and stared at the figure on the bed. He was much less threatening with his body barely breathing. “He has been infected by the illness sweeping through the population.”
His wife was shrill. “He is getting better.”
Reset moved toward the bed and elbowed the smaller Heschell out of her way. “His body will be dead in six hours without intervention.”
One of the mayor’s sons raised his hand to strike Reset as he hissed, “Alien bitch.”
Zeyan reacted with an aspect of her talent she had never used on a living soul. She froze him in place. “No respect for those who would save his life. Bravo. He raised you well. Let us ask him what he thinks about death.”
The soul was hovering near the bed and she poured energy into him until he was visible to the untalented eye.
“Ehnyin Skarrol, what do you think of your death in the next six hours?” She stared into the bright eyes of the man who had urged her family to kill her.
His voice was a whisper of sound, but she could hear him clearly. “You.”
“Soul Keeper. Agent of the Citadel. I will address you by your title, Mayor, if you address me by mine.”
Anger crossed his features, but he nodded. “Soul Keeper. I would speak to my family alone.”
She smirked. “I am afraid that will not do. It isn’t your will that makes you able to speak, it is mine. Without me in the room, your soul has no voice and I will not make myself vulnerable to your family.”
He wasn’t used to being denied. “Release my son.”
She blinked. She hadn’t realized that she was holding him in place, arm raised to strike.
Reset was standing next to Mist and watching the proceedings with interest.
“I didn’t realize I still had his ill-tempered soul in my possession.” She released him and the young man collapsed on the floor.
The Sector Guard personnel were behind her, beside her and guarding the door. She was safe from any random attack, for now.
She turned up the volume of the mayor’s voice. “Speak, they will hear you.”
He folded his spectral hands together. “I know that you are aware of my feelings toward off-worlders. In this instance, I would ask that you disregard my earlier statements about dying rather than dealing with talents or aliens. I want to live.”
His wife paled. “My husband wouldn’t say this. He would rather die than suffer the dishonour of accepting help from the members of the Alliance. This is a trick!”
“Bishya. Please. Remember the day that Morcryn was born? I was in meetings all day, eating in the boardroom and when I came to the medical centre to see you, I had tea and condiments on my tie. You were upset because it was the way that our baby first saw me and I told you that he wouldn’t remember it and he sucked the tie into his mouth and started crying because of the spice.”
His wife was standing, tears in her eyes. “He cried for three days.”
The mayor reached his hand out and caressed her cheek. “And you never let me eat spicy food again.”
His soul touched her and she closed her eyes. Leaning into the touch that wasn’t there. “I can feel you, Ehnyin. It is you.”
His eldest son was staring at the image of his parents’ contact. “It is really him?”
His mother grinned. “Yes. It is really your father and I want him to live.”
His son turned on Zeyan, “How are you doing that?”
“It is my talent. Some talents can be useful. It is something your father needs to keep in mind for the future.” She raised her hand and two of the bearers came forward, moving the mayor onto the stretcher.
“These men will take him to the medical tents at the spaceport. I will keep his soul intact and alive until they are able to purge his body of the infectious agent.”
“He will remain alive?” Bishya Skarrol smiled through her tears.
“They will keep his body alive and I will guard his soul. When the agent is purged, I will return him to his body, safe and sound.” Her smile was tight.
As they turned en masse to leave, she turned to the mayor. “It is time to join the others. Please, say farewell so that we can be on our way.”
He touched each of his children in turn and then stepped toward her. She watched him enter the orb and smiled as her mental inventory ticked over with one more.
As she reached out to take the arm that Orenn offered her, a hand on her arm stopped her.
Morcryn Skarrol looked into her face with sincere eyes. “If for whatever reason my father doesn’t heal, please call us so that we can say goodbye.”
She patted his hand, feeling the waves of talent in his flesh. He was powerful but unfocussed and she had no idea what he could do.
“We will notify you. But in the spirit of co-operation, if any of you begin symptoms, please come to the medical tent city so that treatment can begin immediately. Also, they have created an antiviral for this disease so if you can gain support for inoculation, it would be appreciated.”
He swallowed and reluctantly let her go.
She shared her acknowledgement of his talent with Orenn. He blinked in surprise but nodded imperceptibly.
They made their way out through the great doors and Zeyan smiled at the crowd that gathered. Their group was viewed with a combination of hostility, fear and hope. News that the mayor was being taken to the alien medical centre would spread like wildfire and the Sector Guard would have less of an awkward time in finding the holdouts.
The next three gatherings went off without a hitch. By the final one, they were down to two guards, Mist, Reset and Orenn.
Zeyan walked the path to the final house out of reflex. She could have found it in the dark.
She hesitated when she got to the door. Steeling herself, she opened the door and walked down the hall to the back garden. Her sister was lying on a chaise and her mother was sitting nearby. It took her three tries to speak.
“Excuse me, madam. We have come to take her to the emergency medical centre.” She looked at her sister’s soul and felt the surprise that was being broadcast.
“The Sector Guard has taken one daughter. I won’t let them take the other.” Zimyal Reven sat and didn’t even give them a look.
“You have no choice. A cure is being developed, but Zanalyin has little time.”
Her mother blinked back tears. “How do you know her name?” She finally looked up and stared at Zeyan.
“Soul Keeper. Agent of the Citadel. Her soul is standing near her feet. The illness pushes the soul from the body and keeps it from rejoining. I will guard the soul until they can heal her body, madam.” She tried to keep her tone steady, but she heard it waver.
“You are familiar. What kind of creature would you be that you have to wear a mask when the others around you do not?” Her mother was getting to her feet as she spoke.
“An unwanted creature. A foolish creature. A creature who knew that she would not be welcomed here.” Absently, she poured power into her sister and Zanny came into full view.
Rushing past her mother, Zanny threw her spectral arms around Zeyan. “I knew you would do great things.”
“I haven’t done anything yet. I am still in the process of trying a first assignment. Now, say something to Mama.” She couldn’t pry her sisters glowing arms from around her, but it was only because she didn’t want to.
Zimyal was staring at her two children, “Zey, you came back.”
“I was needed, so they brought me here. I promise you that I won’t return after I leave the next time, madam. You need not worry about dealing with me.” She inclined her head formally and the bearers loaded her sister on the stretcher.
“Where are they taking her?”
“They are taking her for treatment and when she is better, she will be whole again. Madam, are you all right?” She took a step forward but halted when she remembered her mother’s admonition never to touch her again. “Reset, could you?”
The female Kozue took a few steps forward and nodded before she made contact. “She is infected. We can walk her back to the med unit and start her treatment.”
The bearers nodded their willingness to be on their way. Zanny’s spirit was still standing nearby, waiting.
“Madam. Take Zanny’s hand and she will walk with you to the doctors.”
Zanny nodded and took her mother’s hand. “Lead the way, Zey.”
Zeyan chuckled sadly. “I have to lead the way. You can’t move around without me.”
The bearers started their journey back to the emergency medical unit and the rest of them followed. Zanny and Zimyal walked together, Zeyan walked behind them with the orb floating over her head.
Orenn was silent, but he kept his hand on her back, supporting the effort she was engaging in to keep her sister tangible.
They made their trek slowly, but as the bearers took her sister’s body into the tent city and her mother was gently steered away by medics, Zeyan felt a reluctance to let her sister join the others.
“Zanny…”
“No, Zey, you have to put me with the others. We will be fine. I know it. Despite what was done to you, you would not let anything happen to us. I love you. Now, let me join the orb. I can feel the others calling to me.”
Zeyan let her sister fade and be drawn into the orb. When there was no one left for her to watch out for, she slumped against Orenn and cried.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
 
They were given a tent on the edge of the spaceport and every day, Zeyan and the others went out to bring in those who had left their bodies behind.
Every chance she had, she talked to her sister, deep in the orb.
Orenn remained at her side at all times, even curled around her in her sleep. She didn’t mind. She needed all the physical ties to the world she could get.
 
The moment that the treatment had had a positive effect, they called Zeyan and her orb to come.
Helsin was smiling with glee. “We have tried it on five patients who were fairly far gone before you got here and we need to test the efficiency of the cure.”
“Ah, you need the souls back.”
He grinned. “Soul’s, spirits, consciousness. We need to put something back in there to see if this worked.”
Five beds were lined up. At Helsin’s nod, the bodies were disconnected from the IVs.
Zeyan held the orb toward the bodies and a woman slipped free from her protection and made a straight line for her living flesh. Another left and the other three followed shortly. Each soul took up its proper position. Zeyan could see the flesh and soul slowly bonding together again.
One by one, the chests heaved and coughed. Eyes opened and glad smiles spread across their faces.
Helsin jumped in the air and clapped his hands. “Fabulous. Ladies and gentlemen, how do you feel?”
They cleared their throats, but eventually one held his thumb up and the others copied him.
Zeyan frowned. “Do you have an after-treatment center?”
He nodded. “We do. Reset is there and she is watching for any signs of relapse.”
“When will you start waking the others?”
“Immediately. If you could hang around here today instead of going to look for more infected, it would be appreciated.”
She nodded. “Of course.”
The day turned into a whirlwind of releasing soul after soul from her care and back into their bodies. When the mayor woke, his family was at his side and he gave her a look that completely astonished her. He was embarrassed.
Brushing his waking aside, she released children, parents, grandparents, all one by one as the medical teams waked them.
Her mother had been treated before her mind and body separated completely, so she was at Zanny’s side when she opened her eyes again.
Zeyan wanted to be with them with everything in her, but there were fifty more souls in her care and they needed to return home.
She kept working until the last of the souls resumed its occupation of its body and she was able to dissolve the orb.
Orenn wrapped his arms around her and pressed a kiss to her temple the moment that it was over. “You did what you had to with calm compassion. They didn’t deserve it.”
“They did. Everyone deserves compassion. It is just weird knowing that if the folk here had had their way, I would be dead and so would they.”
“That rhymed.”
“Blame the meditative poetry class.” She relaxed into his embrace completely before turning in his arms and wrapping her own arms around his neck. She kissed him with everything in her. Her attraction, her loneliness, the companionship she felt and the deep and abiding love that had gone from a seed into full bloom when he held her as she cried.
He stood still for a moment before returning her kiss and wrapping one arm around her to simultaneously lift her and press her tightly against him.
“What are your intentions toward my daughter?” The crisp, icy tone was that of a mother catching a child in the arms of a stranger.
Orenn lifted his head but didn’t release his grip on her so her feet dangled above the floor. “I was told that she had been stripped of family, rejected, dishonoured and disavowed. That means she has no family.”
“That was then, this is now. Who are you?” Zamyil scowled up at him.
“Orenn Deliak. Telepath of the Citadel and your daughter’s anchor.”
“What is an anchor and why aren’t you putting her down?”
Zeyan kept her arms around Orenn’s neck. “Because I am hanging on to him, madam.”
Tears welled in Zamyil’s eyes. “You don’t call me Mama anymore?”
Zeyan sighed. “You said I was no longer your child. I thought you would prefer the other mode of address.”
Zamyil blinked. “I would never deny you. Who has told you this?”
“Madam, I was there in the courtroom when you told the court that you wished that a freak like me had never survived my first years.”
Orenn was staring at her mother and Zeyan felt his mind extend to contact Zamyil’s. “Zeyan, she has been touched by a talent.”
She pushed at his shoulders until he put her down. “What?”
“A talent was controlling her sometime in the last three months. There is a scarring within her thoughts, a blankness that should not be there.” Orenn’s face was intense as he stared at her mother.
“Why is he staring at me?” Zamyil looked at her nervously.
Zeyan reached out to touch her and smiled. “Because someone has been in your mind and my talent doesn’t work that way, Madam.”
Watching her mother reach up to touch the sides of her head gingerly, Zeyan cocked her head. “What is your opinion of my talent, Madam?”
Zamyil looked at her and smiled. “I always knew you were special and what you tried to do for your cousin proves it. She was so upset by her reaction, she missed the opportunity to speak to her mother once again.”
Seeing the truth in her mother’s eyes and the slight nod of confirmation from Orenn, she reached out and hugged her mother tightly, tears streaming from her eyes. “I thought you hated me, Mama.”
“I could never hate you, baby. Who is my little Zey?” She squeezed hard and Zeyan laughed.
“I am. We need to have you examined though, Mama. Someone was in your mind and twisted it for just long enough to ruin my life.” She brushed her mother’s hair from her face and watched the slight flinch that always accompanied her touch on an untalented person.
There was something about that miniscule motion that caused a memory to flare. “Orenn, I need to speak to the other Guardsmen to see if there is another wild talent popping up here.”
He nodded and walked toward the tents where the Guardsmen were speaking with the mayor and other surviving council folk.
“What did I say to you, Zeyan?”
Zeyan watched her partner disappear behind the canvas and turned to her mother. “You said that you despised me, you had wished I had not survived to adulthood. That my perversion of the Heschell way of life would come to a swift and final halt. Similar to what the mayor said.”
“I don’t remember it. Nothing about your trial or the court is familiar. I only know that you were arrested and then you were gone and my heart went with you. Now, what is an anchor?”
Zeyan sat down on a nearby table and wove a tale for her mother about the loss of a world, the fading of a life and the Admaryn crossbreed who stepped in to save her.
“You are bound together forever?” Her mother’s quirked eyebrow spoke volumes.
“Or until we decide that our needs are better served with another as my anchor. But I am hoping we are bound for life.” She smiled shyly.
“So, have you consummated your relationship?”
She blushed frantically. “No, we have not. Despite our need to share a bed to maintain the link, it has never crossed into a more physical linking.”
“I believe that he will be receiving a formal introduction to our family.” Zamyil grinned.
Zeyan felt Orenn returning and turned to face his approach. All of the Guardsmen were with him as were the mayor and his eldest son.
The blank expression in Orenn’s eyes warned her that the mind jumping was not a singular event.
The force facing her was powering up and she could feel the delight in the mayor’s child. He was the controller and he was out for blood.
“Mama, get behind me. And when you can…run.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
The faces were completely blank, but every now and then, she could see the fury of a confined mind.
“What are you doing to them, Morcryn Skarrol?”
He jerked in surprise at being addressed. His father looked at her with wide eyes. “How long have you known, Zeyan?”
“That your son was one of the talents that you hate so deeply? Since we came to rescue you from the plague. Will he have the Guardsmen tear me apart?” She hid her hands in the cloak and crafted a holding orb between them. She had never done what she was contemplating and it would be amazing or horrible.
Morcryn smiled. “That is the plan. No one will know about you and your part in this.”
“My part in what?”
“The rescue of our people. Credit will belong to the council and my father, as it should.”
“And the Guardsmen will be charged with the destruction of one of their own and I will cease to exist?”
Morcryn nodded and his father smiled tightly. “It is politics. We need to keep control over our people. They can’t be running to the stars every time they need help. They need to be able to turn to us.”
“I understand.”
Orenn and the others were only a few meters away. It was now or never. She flung the cloak back and lifted the orb she had carefully crafted and with a surge of power, she pulled their souls into it, one by one.
When the mayor and his child were trapped inside her orb, the Guardsmen stopped in their tracks and looked around, confused.
Orenn looked at her and then the two slumped bodies on the ground. “What just happened?”
“Morcryn is a talent who is adept at manipulating others. He took control of you and was about to order you to collectively tear me apart. I removed both his soul and the soul of his father.”
“The mayor was participating?”
“It was politics. Having you kill me on Heschell soil would discredit the Sector Guard and convince the population that depending on their own was the only safe way to live.” She held the ball in her hands and tried to ignore the fury that was whirling under her hands.
Mist looked at her hands and the bodies on the ground. “Soul Keeper, you have just become a prison. Congratulations.”
She looked to Orenn, but his horror at being manipulated was sinking in. “Is there anyone from the Sector Guard on Heschell that was not just involved?”
Reset nodded. She turned and whistled sharply, bringing Hardcore and Green on the run.
Zeyan outlined the situation. “They are responsible for an attempt on my life, using the Sector Guard as tools. The father encouraged the son to use his talent to prod the Guardsmen into an attack. I have the souls of the pair contained, but we need to hook the body up to some kind of life support or they will die within three to four days.”
Helsin, Mist and Reset helped Hardcore and Green with the bodies. Apparently, someone on the ship had created a working immunity for Green.
“Is it all right to come out now?” Zamyil was brushing dirt off her clothing and Zeyan couldn’t imagine where she had been.
“Yes. It is fine. Why didn’t you run as I instructed?”
“I don’t take orders from you, Zey. I never have.” Her mother patted her on the cheek.
Orenn was still silent. Zeyan had to change that.
“Why aren’t you speaking, Orenn?”
“I was going to kill you. The image of my hands on your throat was all I could see.”
“He didn’t leave you with amnesia then?”
“No. I am guessing that you caught him by surprise and he was unable to plant the suggestion, or your mind to mine gave me some immunity.”
She smiled. “I am good at that. My mother and I have discussed almost everything of importance and now, I simply have one question for you.”
“What?”
“Where do I put these guys? I can keep them confined indefinitely, but it would be easier if I had some sort of a vessel to put them in.”
He smiled, a small, wan smile. “I believe I can arrange something. Come with me to the com centre and I will make a call.”
 
Two days and a short trial later, the Skarrols were sentenced to the same fate they had encouraged her to be given. Death.
The family wailed and whined, but when Orenn testified to how many of the locals that he studied had been manipulated and bore the marks of altered memory, they changed their tune.
Because of the nature of Morcryn’s talent, they were not allowed to testify in their own favour. Instead, Zeyan sat in her mask and cloak, a silvery black pearl hanging between her breasts. The pearl contained the souls of the Skarrols and while it was true that folks had sentenced them to death, it was only their bodies that would be destroyed.
Zeyan had been asked and had agreed to become the Soul Keeper, in perpetuity.
When the final gavel came down, she sighed and watched the gurneys with the bodies being taken away.
One of the elders caught her eye and nodded for a private audience. She followed him out of the courtroom and to his private offices.
“Elder Wiln, what may I do for you?”
“Soul Keeper, you can listen. I have spoken to Doctor Helsin and he has given me detailed information about the plague.”
She waited.
“It was designed to kill us. Only us. Our parents have found us and they are out to punish or destroy.”
“You are going too quickly for me. What parents?”
He sat back behind his desk. “The Heschell were born out of a protest movement, a group of like-minded folk who wanted a fresh start on a new world with no interaction with their home.
“The parent planet had become corrupt and they were engaging in new and horrible medical treatments to bring about a talent. In an effort to preserve the purity of their evolving species, a group of folks followed Jinwing Heschell to this world and started over.
“Talents and psychics were reviled as signs of the tampering that had begun on Sunlieta. I am sorry that our attempt to control our past has led to such an uncertain future for you and your kind.”
She sighed. “We aren’t a kind. From what I have been able to determine, we are a necessary evolutionary step.”
The elder nodded. “When Helsin informed me that the disease was designed to destroy our kind and our kind only, I knew what it had to be. The Sector Guard has come to our aide once. Do you think they will do so in the future?”
She bit her lip. “I have no knowledge of the Sector Guard or their practices, but I can tell you that as long as they are greeted with the respect due those who risk their lives daily, you will get a fair hearing.”
Elder Wiln smiled. “I am glad to have you back among us, Granddaughter.”
She reached forward and put her hand on his. “I am not back, Grandfather. I am merely here on assignment. Being forced to leave broke something within me and only Orenn can make it right. I need him and I will go where he goes.”
“Then I am sad for our loss but rejoice in his gain. When can I expect great grandchildren?” His eyes were twinkling as they always did when he contemplated the future.
She sighed. “Let me have a moment alone with him and I will be able to give you an answer on that as well. We are taking things slowly.”
He rubbed his chin. “You might not want to take things too slowly. Trust me. Sometimes, the time to act can pass you by and you can spend a lifetime regretting it.”
She grinned. “Then I will simply have to make sure that I have nothing to regret.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
 
Life at the Citadel was colourless when they returned home. After having a chance to use her talent daily, exercise her mind and body and to defend her own honour and that of her people, going back to teaching the side effects of over extending a soul was going to be dull.
Dropping her bag at the edge of the bed, she sighed and looked at it. “It seems like a weird dream.”
Orenn smiled. He was still quiet but getting better. “It will until your dozenth trip. Would you care to hit the dining hall?”
Zeyan shook her head and unlaced her top. “No, I thought a night in would be nice.”
With the open vest barely covering her, she sauntered up to him and wrapped her arms around his neck.
He froze. “What is this?”
“We are home, we are back in one piece and I don’t want to miss any opportunities.”
His arms came around her waist and slid up her bare back under the clothing. “Am I simply an opportunity for you?”
She could feel the sudden rise of interest below his waist. With his words, he was trying to get her to confirm that she wanted him.
“You are not an opportunity. You are the best thing that has happened to me in the last year, possibly my life.” Zeyan caressed his jaw with her fingers. “Your mind accepts the touch of mine and mine yours. As much as I touch the souls of others, you keep mine safe.”
She didn’t have to keep speaking. He lifted her up and joined their lips in a kiss that spoke beyond words.
As his hands started to smooth over her flesh, he whispered, “I thought you would not forgive me for almost killing you.”
She chuckled and wound her arms tightly around his neck. “I never believed you would. Not under your own will. I know you, Orenn. You would no more endanger me than you would break our connection.”
He nuzzled at her neck. “I would never break our bond.”
She chuckled. “I know. If I had to, I would have used it to snap you into your senses, but the means I used was simpler.”
He lifted her as he trailed kisses down her torso.
She twisted in his arms. The surge of energy between them accompanying every touch of his mouth had her shivering and wishing for the release of complete contact.
Orenn swept her onto the bed that they shared and removed her clothing. When he backed away from her, she watched his skin revealed with a sense of anticipation that she hadn’t let herself feel before.
Biting her lip, she welcomed him back to her with open arms, writhing together until they were connected by body, mind and soul. They held still for long moments, adjusting to the overwhelming surge of sensations coming at them from every angle.
When her body settled into a pulse of desperation, she moved against him until they matched their rhythms in an endless surging wave that culminated in a shattering burst of pleasure.
That was…memorable. The sincerity in his thoughts was unmistakable.
She smiled and nestled against him, all of the barriers between their minds gone. He was inside her physically and as deep in her mind as he was in her body. I thought so. It was wonderful.
He nuzzled her neck and pressed light kisses up her jaw line. That it was. Would you care to try it again?
She laughed and ran her hands over his heavily muscled shoulders. I am always willing to join you in trying new things. Will this count toward my mark in the hand-to-hand combat course?
He rolled until she was astride him and she took the image from his mind of what she was supposed to do. The image in his mind was disturbing in that it was her face distorted in pleasure.
Having never seen her own expression during orgasm, it was a little distracting until she reached into his mind as she rode him and saw herself through his eyes.
She stared into his eyes and gave him the repeat of the experience. When they joined each other in pleasure once again, she was looking through his eyes and he through hers.
Zeyan sighed his name as she collapsed on his chest, stroking the slick sweat on his shoulders and arms as he held her tightly.
“You are my soul keeper, Orenn. No matter what I do, I know that my mind, soul and body are safe with you.”
His arms tightened a little more, squeezing the air from her lungs. His thoughts were a jumble of embarrassment, pride and pleasure.
She laughed at the confusion of emotions and images that spread into her via her lover. She gave him a quick kiss on the chin and returned to the pleasurable pursuit of listening to their shared heartbeats.
 
“Strike.”
With her body aching in the most pleasurable of ways, she stood with the rest of the combat class and punched the air for her warm up.
“Strike.”
She switched to the left-hand strike and Orenn stood next to her, correcting her posture. The lightest touch of his skin on hers sent a shock of remembrance through her mind. She gasped, firmed up her arm and switched the posture.
“Strike.”
He sent her images that were not from her point of view. She flushed, kept her self-control and continued with the exercise.
While she was working, she started to send graphic and detailed images that were picked up by at least two other students. Laughter started inside her as she watched the skin tighten on Orenn’s cheeks. He was so distracted that he almost walked into a set of sparring partners.
She felt lighthearted for the first time since her talent had begun to manifest. Her mother was proud of her, her sister was hale, healthy and beginning a courtship with one of the councillor’s sons. She had her family back, she had a lover who thought about her several times an hour and she had the potential to engage in some intriguing assignments when Orenn was sent out on trips.
She was happy, she was relaxed and with only two souls imprisoned in her necklace, there was barely any draw on her personal power levels.
Zeyan enjoyed a brisk morning of sparring, learning the fine art of dodging a punch. More than half the class had to make a short stop to the healing centre, but she was fine.
Orenn wrapped his arms around her waist and gave her a kiss on the nose. “That wasn’t very fair of you, distracting me when I needed to keep my mind on what I was doing.”
“It was only fair. You did the same to me.”
His grin was all boyish enthusiasm and pride.
She punched him.
Laughing, they returned to their quarters for a shower and a little personal sparring either before or after or both.
At her neck, the pearl sent out a pulse of dislike, but she ignored it. It wasn’t their business how she enjoyed her life and since they were prisoners, she chose to disregard their nasty little opinions. Orenn was sending her an intriguing image as they walked the halls and she simply had to ask, “Are you sure that we won’t slip in the shower?”
His confident grin was answer enough.
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Viola’s fetishes include boots and corsetry, and her greatest weakness is her uncontrollable blush. Her writing actively pursues the Happily Ever After that so rarely occurs in nature. It is an admirable thing and something that we should all strive for. To find one that we truly like, as well as love.
 
 



Table of Contents
http://www.violagrace.com


cover.jpeg





