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Flying is her dream, a limitless sky is her destiny and a seer is her partner. The future is going to blow.
Ikari has enjoyed life on the family farm until a neighbour turns her in for being a talent, from that point on, things spiral rapidly beyond her control.
She is put in a restrictor suit, shipped off world and sent to Teklan base to try to remove the suit without killing her.
Ikari has an assignment as the courier on Dorali, and her new partner is waiting.
Khivon has known his flier was coming to him for over a year, but when she shows up and her eyes spark memories of far-off nebulas, he feels his instincts taking over when his logic should have been holding fast.
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Chapter One
Ikari Quono breathed in deep as she flew over her herds and moved the beasts into their pen. The stun wand in her hand was ready but usually, a large flying predator was enough to convince her fluffy animals to get into their proper places for inoculations. The vet would be at the farm in a few hours and flying was, by far, the best way to get the creatures into place.
She landed next to the gate and locked it. With the animals ready, she went inside the farmhouse to have dinner.
“Well, Mom, they are all ready for the vet. When is she getting here?” Ikari went to the sink and washed her hands.
“She will be here at dawn. Why did you have to bring them in that way, Iki?” Her mother scowled. “You know I don’t approve of it.”
Ikari took a seat at the table and started to serve herself the salad, whipped tubers and roast.
“You should wait for your father.”
“He is dragging his ass in the back pasture. He doesn’t wait for me, I don’t wait for him.”
Irane smiled ruefully. “True enough.”
“Flying gets the job done quickly. They respond better to my flight than my skimmer.” She flicked her braid out of the way and dug into her meal. She worked for a living, and she needed a solid meal.
“It is dangerous, sweet.”
“I know, Mum, but with only me and father working the beasts this season, it is the best way to get them where we need them to be.”
“That isn’t what I mean. The guards have stepped up their sweeps, and folks are being offered rewards for turning in physical talents. I am afraid that one of our neighbours might decide to gain a little extra income.”
Ikari sighed. “I have been careful, Mother. I fly below the tree line and only when necessary. I do not believe that I have been seen.”
Her mother still did not look happy.
“I will be careful. For now, the animals are ready and Dad can have a good night’s sleep for a change without running all over the countryside to find the darned things.”
The object of discussion stomped in and immediately walked to the sink to wash his hands.
“Hey, Dad. Did you get them all?”
“That crimson-faced one and her baby took off for the north pasture. I couldn’t catch them no matter what I did.” He slumped and gave her a hopeful look.
Clouds were looming. “It’s getting dark. It will be dangerous for me to locate her.”
“Take the spotlight and do your thing.”
His vague hand gesture of flittering made her laugh.
“Let me finish dinner first.”
Her mother looked worried, her father looked impressed with himself and all that Ikari could do was finish her dinner and then go and round up the strays.
The knock at the door was expected. Ikari got to her feet and finished chewing her mouthful of breakfast.
“Hey, doc, you are early. You normally come after I finish eating, not during.” She swung the door open and found herself face to face with members of the guard of Resicor.
Her mother gasped, and her father was behind her in an instant. “Why are you here?”
The guard captain held out his hand, and an image appeared.
Ikari winced as the image of her hovering low over the recalcitrant animals and herding them home with a handheld floodlight leading the way. Her face in the image was lit with a spooky gleam.
The next guard held up wide manacles, and the captain said, “Ikari Quono, you are under arrest for the use of a physical talent. You will be confined and remanded to the dome.”
She fought the urge to run with everything in her. Her parents would be injured if she tried to leave and that was not going to happen.
Steeling herself, she extended her hands and allowed the guard to put the manacles on her. “I am sorry, Mom. I never meant for this to happen. It is my fault and don’t forget that.”
Her father gripped her mother’s hand tightly, and the guard led Ikari away.
The ride to the confinement centre was tense, and Ikari remembered all the stories that she had heard of physical talents being hauled off and never seen again. Sure, they were ostensibly allowed visitation with their families at least once a year, but what if they didn’t survive until the visit?
She sat and bit her lower lip until it bled. Her life on the farm was getting further away with each passing minute, and her heart was starting to ache already.
“Can I make some calls?”
The guard across from her blinked. “Who would you call?”
“My aunt and uncle. My parents need help with the farm. The calving is happening, and they need assistance.”
“You are about to be locked in the dome and you are concerned about the farm?” the man raised his brow.
“Is there a better time to be worried about my family than when I know I will not be able to help them?”
He leaned and whispered to one of the guards in the front of the vehicle. A notepad was passed back, and he handed it to her. “Write a letter. I will make sure it gets to your aunt and uncle. Just put their address at the top of the page.”
“They won’t be punished for being related to me?”
He shook his head. “If your neighbour had not brought the recording to us, we never would have found you. The only crime you are guilty of is using your talent where it could be seen. You know that Resicor citizens are forbidden from using a physical talent, so why did you?”
“It was the only way to get the beasts into the pens for the vet. They were a little too frisky this year and my father is not getting any younger. I flew to do the job of the three hands that we did not have this year.”
The guard was puzzled. “Where did they go?”
“Once they knew I had this talent, they would not work with us. The small mercy is that they were not the ones to turn me in. It doesn’t matter that I was exposing myself, I had to do this, or we would have lost animals and possibly the farm.”
Ikari faced the window and watched her beloved green grasses turn into the harsh sands of the ancient plains. The confinement centre was looming, and in the very distant edge of vision was the dome, the sealed city of the ancients of Resicor. It was to be her prison and her own home all under one dome.
 



Chapter Two
Her interview was short, when she lied and explained that her talent had started when she was running after some of their beasts in the field and she had tripped and never hit the ground, he made notes as to the dates and times.
“Were your parents aware of this?”
“I never told them about it. If they knew, they simply saw me flying and figured it out.” Ikari remained calm. Sticking to the truth was always for the best.
She suspected that the man speaking to her was a truth seer, but since he had not introduced himself as such she was stuck wondering if her guess was correct.
“Well, I have everything I need. It is now time for your power assessment. Please come this way.”
She followed him through the halls, and when they arrived in a large room with an incredibly high ceiling, he sealed the door and removed her manacles.
“Please, place these sensors on the points given in that diagram. I will turn my back.”
He did just that, and she attached the small stickers to her body at all the points marked on the picture as she had been instructed.
When her clothing was back in place, she cleared her throat. “Ready.”
“Excellent. The monitors also help us judge how to counteract your talent for your entry into the dome. Keep that in mind and fly as high as you can.”
Ikari caught the subtle hint and lifted herself twelve feet off the floor. When her power was subdued, she dropped a few feet, and then, she lifted herself again but not as high as the first time.
He continued to depress her power, and she flew lower and lower until she would not rise from the floor.
He nodded. “Excellent. Thank you. You will now be fitted with a restrictor suit set to these levels. Please come this way.”
Ikari followed him numbly. She had more than enough power to get away, but it wouldn’t do her any good. To run from the guard meant that the whole of her world would be against her. It was a no-win situation.
Confining herself now would mean she could still see her family every few months. It was rumoured that loved ones never visited many of those in the dome, but Ikari knew her parents. If they could afford the travel, they would come.
“The women inside will fit you with your suit. This is the last time I will see you so I wish you a long and happy life.”
He grinned and shook her hand, giving her a short bow. “It has been an honour.”
He left her without giving her his name, and she walked through the door and into the care of a group of women, who removed her farm clothes and the monitors, scanned her excessively and draped her in fabric that writhed, burned and twisted on her skin.
Ikari heard her own voice screaming, and the women around her went pale. When it was over, she knelt on the raised area and looked down at her skin.
Silvery fabric wrapped around her in a tight suit that left nothing to the imagination. When she touched her face, it had also crept up to circle her eyes in a form of mask. “What is this?”
One of the dressers frowned and went to the console. “I don’t know. It seems to be an aberration in the organic design. We have gone with a new supplier, and this simply seems to be a new side effect. I am sorry for any discomfort it may have caused you.”
Ikari ran her hands over the suit, and it gave off a pulsing warmth. “It feels strange.”
The seamstress nodded. “It will clean you and process all bodily wastes. It cannot be removed but that simply takes away the issue of the physical talents reproducing.”
It was not unexpected, but it still hurt to think that her family was going to end with her.
“There is a vehicle waiting for you. It will take you to the dome. Your escort is outside.” The women nodded in dismissal, leaving Ikari with nothing else to do but leave.
The people who were waiting for her were not standard Resicor guards. They did not speak but led her out of the confinement centre and to a waiting vehicle.
The man and woman looked at each other and nodded as the woman took control of the transport.
Psychics. Wonderful. It was no wonder that she had been sent off with them, but their peculiar bodysuits did not resemble the standard uniform of those in government service.
When Ikari took the time to look around, she also noted that they were not driving toward the huge domed city where all physical talents were kept for the protection of the population.
A shuttlecraft on the middle of the salt flat was sitting and waiting for them. There was a normally dressed guard standing next to the space vehicle, and when her escort got out of their transport and gestured for her to accompany them, she followed out of sheer curiosity.
As soon as they left the transport, the guard walked past them and drove away in their conveyance. Wherever Ikari was being taken, she was getting there in that shuttle.
They helped her settle, and the moment that the man lifted the shuttle from the surface of Resicor, the woman turned with a grin. “Sorry for the silent treatment, but the confinement centre is full of curious ears and minds. We didn’t want to give away more than we had to and keeping up with our shields took all of our effort. I am Counsel. This is Contract. He will be our pilot today.”
Ikari blinked. “Are you taking me to the dome?”
“No. We are taking you to a place where you can fly as you will, and you can remain in contact with your family. Contract and I are members of the Sector Guard. We have been asked by the Citadel to work on freeing a few of the more socially adjusted physical talents of Resicor. Your government has been very compliant so far.”
Ikari looked at the rapidly disappearing ground beneath her. “What about my parents?”
Counsel patted her hand. “They will receive a stipend once you start earning your training fees back. That won’t take long as your primary work will be as a flying courier for medical supplies on Dorali.”
“I have a job on an alien world?” While the good Resicor citizen was appalled, the other part of Ikari’s mind was delighted.
Counsel chuckled. “There is a small Citadel outpost on the only piece of available land on Dorali. That is where you will live once we take you to Teklan for a check up.”
“Teklan?”
“Teklan is a Sector Guard base complete with a healer who can make sure that our altered Masuo did not cause any damage while it was mimicking the effect of the restrictor suit.”
Ikari looked down at the suit that was clinging to her like a second skin. “This isn’t a restrictor suit?”
Counsel winked, “It is and it isn’t. One of your people has already had a suit removed, and the Sector Guard analyzed the hell out of it. They came up with two options, one for those who are already in the restrictor suits and one for the new talents incarcerated on Resicor. We proved to the Resicor that the suits would restrict talents, and they were only too happy to take them to apply them on talents.”
“So, I can use my talents in this suit?”
Counsel nodded. “As soon as we get to Teklan so that Reset can return your Masuo to normal.”
“How long will that take?”
“We will be at Teklan in seven hours. We have beverages and snacks, or I can set you up with an educational screen.” Counsel smiled brightly.
“Will it give me information on the Citadel?”
“Yes, and Dorali. You can prepare yourself for your new life.”
It was an offer that Ikari could not refuse. She sat and flicked through the screens. Speed-reading had always been a talent of hers. It was especially handy when she was flying.
The Citadel was not widely known on Resicor, but Ikari knew of it through off-world vids. She read and absorbed as much as she could about the current state of the differing outposts.
Some outposts were designed to assist research teams, some for physical talents specifically, others for an equal blend of psychic and physical talents. All the outposts were designed for education purposes and some even trained children to control their talents.
With a fairly good idea of what she was getting into, Ikari looked up Dorali. “Oh, wow.”
Image after image of floating cities in the sky filled the small screen.
Counsel moved to sit beside her. “Have you ever been in space before, Ikari? If not, you should take a look out the view screen.”
Ikari looked out, saw blackness with points of light swirling through it and turned back to the images on her screen. “It is lovely, but if I can’t fly in it, why should I care?”
Counsel grinned. “So, you are definitely a girl who likes a planet beneath her. Excellent.”
A wet sensation at her elbow made Ikari jerk. An animal was nosing her and trying to work its way under her arm.
“Maxi, stop that. I am sorry, Ikari, Maxi is incorrigible.”
Ikari looked down at the happy face with its wide eyes. She gingerly stroked the soft fur and the beast wiggled with delight.
“She’s lovely. Is it a she?”
Counsel made a small movement with her head, and the animal came and nestled on her lap. “She is indeed a she. Maximus Extremus, the most well-traveled Wyoran nylander that was ever whelped.”
There was obviously a bond between the woman and the creature. Even Ikari could see it.
“Have you been in the Sector Guard long?”
Counsel smiled, “Time is relative, but I knew for quite some time that there was no place for me back on Wyora. Being used to try and bring calm to the unbalanced is not my favourite occupation. Working with the Guardsmen who need some quiet help is far more gratifying.”
Ikari’s face must have shown her confusion.
“I am a psychic counsellor. My peculiarity is to be able to reach out and touch anyone once I know their mind pattern. Even a readout from a bio scan will do the trick. It lets me be anywhere and yet, I can still keep regular appointments with the Guardsmen who have experienced some difficulty in their duties.”
“Does that happen a lot?”
Counsel slowly stroked Maxi, “We see things we should not see and deal with things that should never have happened. It takes a toll, and if I can share that burden, it is lessened.”
Ikari knew that feeling. The risk was occasionally worth the rewards, and based on the smile on Counsel’s face as she looked toward Contract, she had found a way to make it worth her while.
 



Chapter Three
Flying through the stars was boring, but Counsel, Maxi and Contract tried to keep her entertained. They kept her fed, relaxed and interested in her new station. It was hours before she realized that she had left her family and hadn’t even said goodbye.
Counsel touched her hand, and Ikari felt an electric shock that began in her mind. The Guardsman’s eyes widened, and Ikari blinked back the tears that had been silently falling.
“Oh, my dear. You have an amazing mind. I have never met one of the Resicor before. It is like staring into a hot rainbow.” Counsel blinked rapidly, and Maxi’s eyes glowed and swirled with bright interest.
“You touched my mind just now. I could feel it. It was like touching a charging unit, not painful, but startling.”
“Normally, folks do not feel my mind in theirs. I wanted to help share your grief, but I should have asked. My apologies.” Counsel inclined her head. “If you wish, we can call your parents. The Sector Guard has priority channels for interplanetary calling.”
“Can I?” Ikari was on her feet in an instant.
“Take the navigator station, and Contract will help you. You will be allowed unlimited contact on secured channels whenever you wish. We took you away so that you can have a useful life, and because one of our long-range seers has demanded that we come to your aid.” Counsel smiled.
Ikari blinked at the mention of seers and walked carefully to the seat next to the pilot’s seat. “I can call my parents?”
“I will call them this time and give you the codes. From then on, a simple fourteen digits and you will be calling your home line. Your family has been given a communicator with a dedicated encoding. You can speak freely but remember that they are subject to scanning from your government psychics.”
Ikari nodded and watched his hands move over the console. There was a certain hypnotic quality to his voice whenever he spoke, but she was focussed on regaining contact with her family.
Contract was a huge man. His hands were surprisingly graceful and competent on the keys.
Ikari had to wonder what species he and Counsel were but wasn’t sure if it was acceptable to ask.
“We are both Wyoran born, more or less. There are a few other races sprinkled in our genes.”
She stifled a gasp. “You heard my thoughts?”
“Counsel did, and she told me through our link. It is the Wyoran peculiarity that we tend to link to other psychics for personal emotional stability. I offered myself as Counsel’s anchor, and she was helpless to resist my charms.”
A bark of laughter was heard from the back of the shuttle as his partner expressed her amusement.
Ikari found herself smiling at the two and admiring the couple that they made.
“I have placed the call, now Relay is routing it through the network, and we should have a response before we reach Teklan.” He turned and closed his eyes for a moment. “Jump, Counsel.”
Ikari had no idea what he was talking about, but the shuttle suddenly spun around her, the sensation of being in two places at the same time overwhelmed her.
Slightly queasy, she looked over to Contract as he flicked switches and steered the shuttle toward a series of round dots in the distance. “What was that?”
“A stellar jump. We opened and closed a pinpoint in space for a fraction of a second, and in that moment, we moved from one place to another.”
“It doesn’t feel very good.”
“But it saves weeks or months of flight, depending on your destination. A little discomfort more than makes up for the time gain.” Contract smiled. “Your call is coming in. There are more focused relay stations here.”
Ikari found that her palms were sweating. “What do I do?”
The screen in front of her elevated. She was looking straight into it. An icon appeared, and she pressed it without being told.
Her mother and father appeared in the image, and she fought sobs of relief. “I am so glad to see you well, Mom, Dad.”
Her parents both had tears tracking down their faces, and her mother said, “I told you not to fly where they could see you, Iki.”
Ikari stared at her parent for a moment before bursting out laughing. “I am banished to live on another world, and all you can say is I told you so? Mum, don’t ever change.”
Her father leaned forward and wrapped an arm around her mother, “Ikari, are you well?”
“Yes, Dad. I am to be inducted into the Citadel. How are things with you? Did the vet show up?”
They lost an hour while they discussed the farm and the improvements that her parents were able to make with the large cash infusion that had been deposited to their accounts when she stepped off Resicor.
The conversation had lightened Ikari’s heart tremendously, and the obvious relief on her parents’ faces showed that it had worked for them as well.
“Well, Mom, Dad, I think that I should call an end to this call. I have been assured that I can keep in touch, and so, once I have a schedule, I will be making calls to you until you are sick of me.” Ikari smiled, and they made their goodbyes with only a light misting of eyes on all sides.
When the screen went dark and sank back into the console, she smiled and hugged the knowledge that her parents were alive and well and still on the farm. They had a life, and it would go on without her, even if it hurt that she was no longer there.
“We are arriving at Teklan. Please put your harness on for the landing.” Contract’s voice was kind.
“Shouldn’t Counsel be here?”
“We don’t need anyone at the nav station. We know where we are. Just hold tight and enjoy the sight of the first planet you will touch down on.”
Behind them, Counsel buckled in and winked while Maxi disappeared to wherever she had been when Ikari had come on board.
Contract called the planet they were approaching and received clearance to land. When they started through layers of atmosphere, Ikari perked up. Her interest was in the whistle of the wind against the shuttle. Now that there was wind around her, she itched to get outside.
Her skin hummed, her hair wanted to feel the breeze and her hands curled and uncurled as they got closer to the surface.
“Are you agitated, Ikari?”
“I want to feel air again. This shuttle is too enclosed.” She looked at the incoming ground eagerly, and the moment that they stopped moving, she unbuckled and made a lunge for the rear hatch.
The moment that the closure released, she was out the door and in the air. She heard shouting from the ground, but all she needed was a bit of sky.
A shadow crossed between her and the sun, and she looked up as a tumble of wind knocked against her.
A huge, leathery creature flew overhead, and its buffeting wings herded her back toward the base.
Shaking her head, she turned and flew back to the shuttle, landing next to Counsel, Contract, Maxi and a woman that had rippling dark blue hair.
Counsel smiled, “Ikari, this is Reset. She will be handling the alteration to your suit. Are you ready?”
Reset’s lips quirked. “Are you sure that the suit is set to restrict? She was flying without any difficulty.”
Ikari smiled and extended her hand in greeting. “Pleased to meet you, Reset. I am usually a lot faster. I tend to race our livestock down the meadows. They cheat, but I always win.”
The hand that gripped her sent a short pulse of power up her arm, and it spread throughout her body.
Reset looked as surprised as she was. “What species are you?”
“Resicorian. Why?”
“You are reacting like another race that I am familiar with, but it is faint, extremely faint. May I run some tests?”
Ikari smiled. “Do what you like, but turn this suit down so I can race through the sky. I have never been able to fly without being afraid of being seen before. It was a lovely moment. What chased me in?”
“Frost was in the area when we set off the alarm. He is a Drai sleeper, and he and his mate Finder were the first complete team here on Teklan.”
Ikari watched the creature carve its way through the skies. “Does she look like that, too?”
“No, Finder is a Terran. They are a race similar to yours, but they have not yet obviously developed their talents. Their population lies dormant for the most part, but they have the potential for power as Finder proves time and again.” Reset was gently steering her toward the building.
A heavy column of mist met them inside and wrapped around Reset with delicacy and deliberate movements.
“Ignore my husband, Ikari. He can be a little clingy at times.” Reset laughed, and the mist formed a column next to her that rapidly took the form of a Kozue.
Ikari reeled back in shock. The Kozue were a race that the Resicor had the misfortune of knowing. She had never met one that turned into mist before, but there was a first time for everything.
“Ikari, what is wrong?”
“Kozue have killed many of my kind. They helped the psychics wipe out the physical talents on Resicor ninety years ago. After that, all physical talents were confined to the dome of the ancients.”
The man reshaped his features slightly, and the war braids disappeared. He was still tall and imposing, but he no longer appeared Kozue.
“Mist’s body can take any shape, he did not mean to cause you alarm.” Reset was watching a set of screens, and Ikari realized that they were displaying her pulse and other biological signatures.
“I am not of the Kozue species, but there are some in the Guard.” The man smiled and bowed. “I hope that they will not cause you alarm in the future. If they are in uniform and have a talent, they are no longer welcome among their own kind.”
Ikari blinked and shook her head. “I am sorry for my fright. The Kozue are the stuff that Resicor parents threaten their talented children with.”
Mist smiled and resumed his previous appearances. “Reset is a genuine Kozue but she was banished along with her brother years ago.”
“Really?”
Reset grinned, “Really. Now, come and have a seat, and we will try and get your suit to obey your commands.”
What followed was hours of clips attached to the cuffs and edges of her bodysuit, but eventually, after several rounds of tingling shocks, the suit released its grip on her internal power, and her talent flowed freely.
 



Chapter Four
“Can I go fly now?” Ikari knew she sounded plaintive, but there was nothing she wanted more than a flight in a new sky.
Reset and Mist looked at each other and shrugged.
Mist said, “I don’t see why not. We will just alert the ground and aircrews that you are on the loose. Come back when you feel tired or unsteady.”
Ikari was so excited, she was hovering in place. The moment that Reset nodded, Ikari floated to the door before blasting down the hallway at one-quarter speed.
She apologised to the three staffers that she bumped into on the way out, but the moment she reached open air, all other beings were forgotten.
For the first time in her life, she could see what she was capable of and everyone else had better stay out of her way.
* * * *
“She’s an elemental. There is no doubt about it.” Reset watched the readouts on her screens and turned to the com screen in her medical bay.
Mist sat next to her and nodded to the Kozue on the other side of the conversation.
“Khivon, you are going to have you hands full. She isn’t fond of Kozue.”
The male on the other end of the call sighed and ran his hands through his braids. “Of course she isn’t. Is she well, did the suit come off like we planned?”
Mist smiled at his mate and turned back to the Citadel seer and medic of Dorali. “It is behaving like a normal Masuo if that is what you mean. She can control it and is out right now doing just that. You are in luck. It seems she will be only too eager to do her job.”
Khivon grinned. “That is precisely what I saw. I only wish I could have gotten here in time to predict the outbreak.”
Reset shook her head. “The viruses have been building steam for generations. There was nothing anyone could do until the Dorali declared their quarantines. We are just lucky that the Citadel had already established the relay post before the planet was closed. They can’t keep out replacement or supplemental personnel.”
Khivon nodded. “You are correct, dear Reset, but have you told the new recruit about the pod drop?”
Mist and Reset looked at each other before Reset said, “We will leave that up to her pilot. No sense scaring the young woman.”
Khivon looked a little embarrassed, “Do you have an image of her? I have seen her in my mind but only as a glowing power.”
Reset grinned and pulled up footage of Ikari as she broke free of the shuttle and took to the skies, her suit hid nothing, and her long hair rippled around her in waves. Bliss was stamped on her features as she climbed through the air and the wind caressed each inch of her.
When she finished forwarding the image to Khivon, she waited. His groan was not long in coming.
“That is going to keep me up nights, you know?”
Reset held up her hand. “Not for long. You have been alone for quite a while, Khivon, take your time with her. Just because you know she is your destiny, doesn’t mean she will accept her fate without a bit of courtship.”
“There is precious little here to court her with, Reset.” His face took on a grumpy cast.
“Then you will have to be creative. Now go, she will be on her way to you in the morning. She needs a good meal and a good night’s sleep. I intend to see she gets both before she is trapped on that quarantined ball with you.”
Reset flicked off the transmission and smiled at her husband. “Do you think he will wait?”
Mist wrapped his arms around her and pulled her into his lap. “I think he will take all the time he can manage. She will be busy from the moment she arrives, and he will know that. It might slow him down, but remember she can always fly away.”
Reset laughed and kissed him, enjoying the feel of him against her, as always.
Ikari was doing well and enjoying the flight if the levels of endorphins were any indicator, Reset had enough time to take advantage of her multi-form husband, and he wasn’t going to get away.
* * * *
Ikari swooped and swirled, climbing and dropping. The suit covered her and protected her from the cooler air of the wind she was using for lift, but it was only when she started to pour on the speed that she realized what the mask was for.
Clear lenses covered her eyes, and as she went faster, a filter covered her mouth. She could breathe easily no matter her speed, and it was a heady thing.
Mountains whizzed by under her, oceans drifted by on her left and right. She cruised past a castle made of crystal and another huge home made of wood.
When she felt fatigue, Ikari returned to the base and settled on her feet, walking in and sniffing out the dining hall.
Counsel smiled and waved her over, “Ikari. How are you feeling?”
“Hungry.”
“Then get some food and join us. Finder was just telling us about her last visit to Station 13.”
A woman smiled and inclined her head politely. “Pleased to meet you, Ikari.”
“Pleased to meet you, Finder. I will return.”
Ikari grabbed a tray and loaded it, rather peckish after her exceptionally long day. Food equalled fuel, and there was nothing better to keep someone awake when they didn’t have a chance to sleep.
With food, drink and overwhelming fatigue, Ikari sat at the table with the other women and joined them in their meal.
There was a camaraderie there that Ikari had often felt around the kitchen table with the other hands working on the farm. They all had a stake in the outcome, and it showed.
After she finished her meal, one of the other ladies bussed the tray for her. Ikari crossed her arms on the table and leaned her head on her forearms.
Counsel’s laughter was the last thing that registered in her exhausted brain.
* * * *
Reset smiled. “I am amazed she lasted this long. She has had one helluva day.”
Finder shook her head. “I know my folks are backwards, but to lock someone up just because you don’t like the manifestation of their talent is just messed up.”
Counsel frowned. “Even my people welcome all talents. The differing representations make things difficult, but incarceration is not the option to deal with them.”
Reset tapped her com unit. When Mist appeared, she grinned, “Can you take her to the guest quarters please, honey?”
“Of course, pookie. By the way, Finder, thank you for the nickname collection.” Mist grinned and lifted the Resicor woman with gentle arms.
Reset was outraged. Since returning to her normal emotional state instead of the deadened one, she had been trying to out-cute her husband when it came to nicknames. “You are helping him cheat?”
Finder shrugged, “He asked. It isn’t like cute pet names are state secrets.”
Reset sighed and followed Mist out the door. It wouldn’t do for their visitor to wake and see a Kozue looming over her. She might just land a punch in a sensitive area that Reset had plans for later.
 



Chapter Five
“Do you know what a pod launch is?” Frost was behind the controls, and Finder was speaking softly to her.
They had been on the shuttle for three meals and two naps. Ikari had no idea how long that was in standard time, but she was more than ready to get off the shuttle, by whatever means available.
“No, what is a pod launch?” Ikari watched Finder closely. There was a certain urgency to her tone.
“Since Dorali is marked as a quarantined world, whatever drops cannot come back until the cure has been disseminated throughout their population.”
“When will that be?”
Frost turned his head toward them, and his wings flicked, “The current estimate is five to ten years.”
Finder straightened, “Right, well, a pod drop is a method by which personnel are placed in a sealed unit and propelled through the atmosphere to their destination. At approximately five hundred metres above the ground, a chute will open to slow your descent and the gel in the pod will absorb the majority of the shock when you land.”
Ikari blinked, “Do the chutes ever not open?”
Finder bit her lip. It was answer enough. “The equipment is in excellent shape. Fixer has gone over everything, and you will be dropping with all the medical supplies and serums we have been able to generate.”
“Fine. What is the disease that has ravaged Dorali?”
Frost snorted in amusement, and Finder rolled her eyes. “Designer STD’s. Sexually transmitted diseases. One city designed one to attack another city, and it spiralled out of control. Now, every city is host to a designer virus, and no one can come or go from the planet of Dorali.”
“So, that was what I was injected with?”
“A vaccine against the base virus that should protect you from the rest, yes.” Finder fussed with her data pad. “Are you ready?”
Ikari looked down at the planet covered with tiny cities, each one floating in the sky. She wanted that sky like she had never wanted anything before.
“I am ready.”
“Fine. Frost, get into position. Ikari, get into the pod.”
Ikari chuckled as she got to her feet, and the shuttle shifted into a low orbit. The pod was a long tube with rounded base and top. With Finder’s help, she settled into it and felt the gel pushing against her suit as the front of the case sealed.
Finder’s face smiled, and she mouthed “good luck” while extending one thumb into the air.
Ikari held her breath when a door slid between Finder and the capsule but she understood the need a moment later when the pod began hurtling toward the surface of Dorali.
As a form of flying, a pod drop was just shy of terrifying and well on the way to scary as hell.
She shivered as the altimeter in the pod showed her approaching the chute height, and when there was an explosion above her, she sighed in relief. The sudden halt of plummeting jarred her, but it also confirmed that the drop was in working order.
Ikari watched the altimeter closely, and when it showed ground level, she braced for impact.
The sensation she felt was that her pod was sliding into sludge. Her fall stopped, but she was still slowly moving downward. The emergency release lit up and knowing when to hit the panic button, she panicked.
The pod shattered around her, and on instinct, Ikari took to the air. Bright light blinded her, so she hovered and blinked rapidly to clear her vision. The suit formed tinted lenses that helped her adaptation, and she looked around.
The pod was just shy of solid land. It must have struck the edge before sliding into the thick liquid that surrounded the small island. Four other pods were embedded in the mud on the edge of the island, and as she approached them, they opened one by one.
“We can journey to the outpost if you are done taking inventory.”
The words were spoken in a low, masculine tone, and she pivoted quickly to face the man leaning against the tree.
He carved a slice of fruit off and popped it neatly between his teeth. The flash of white was the most visible part of him under the shade of the branches.
“I am guessing that you are the Citadel representative?”
He bowed. “And you are the new journeyman to the Citadel. Well done, by the way. Many folk have died in the pods because they would not hit that button.”
She floated toward him, “You would have let me drown?”
“Of course not, but there was no point in rushing in if you could simply save yourself. This world will demand much of you, and I am not able to follow where you go.” He stepped toward her out of the shadows, and it was all she could do to not turn and fly as fast and as far as she could.
“A Kozue. They didn’t tell me you were a Kozue.”
“I have done some research on the Resicor, and I understand why they left that part out.” He sliced off another piece of fruit and held it out to her.
She looked at him and took in the skin with a purple-bronze hue, the long black braids with small brass beads woven throughout. The only thing that made him seem less threatening was the long robes that he wore. From her research, they were the robes of a Citadel master, and he was bound to pursue education and a true focus on talent. That binding and her own curiosity made her float closer to take what he offered.
Unable to completely fight her instincts, she snatched the fruit and then backed away. “My name is Ikari Quono. Who might you be?”
The Kozue gave her a deep bow and smiled as he rose. “Citadel Seer Master Khivon. You may call me Khivon.”
“Khivon, you may call me Ikari.”
His smile grew, and she realized that she had not only come closer to him, but she was only a foot and a half off the ground, putting her at his eye level. He had the most riveting bright gold eyes and she was amazed she hadn’t noticed them first.
Suddenly nervous in her form-fitting suit, she used the wind to move her hair to hide the intricate design that the Masuo had decided suited her.
“Your eyes are hidden, Ikari. What colour are they?”
She blinked and the eye protection faded away. “Purple. Like most of the Resicorian.”
Her conversational partner swallowed heavily. “So I see. Did you pick your suit?”
She blushed and backed away from him. “No, it took this form on its own.”
Her suit hummed happily against her skin. She knew what he was seeing. Twisted designs caressed bare skin on her legs, her midriff was decently covered, but while her left breast and arm were decently clothed, some very charming and elegant swirls and spikes incidentally covered her right.
On Resicor, this suit would have her arrested or dating a guard within minutes. Here, it was just part of her uniform.
Her mask was her favourite part of the costume. It distanced her from the man in front of her in a way she couldn’t define.
“Your hair is also impressive. Do you know it is moving on its own?”
She shook her head. “It isn’t. Wind is moving it.”
“How long can you stay aloft?”
She shrugged. “So far, I have managed about six hours while herding on my farm. This is new territory for me.”
Khivon grinned. “If you would help me retrieve the med packs, I can show you your new home.”
She blinked and followed him to the pods lodged in mud.
He pulled pack after pack from the first pod, slinging the straps over his shoulders and loading up.
Ikari flew to the next pod and mimicked him, gasping when the first pack weighed almost as much as she did. With the help of wind, determination and the urge to make a good impression, she managed to carry four of the packs to his dozen as they walked up the only hill on the tiny island. Well, he walked and she glided.
“Did they tell you that you were an elemental?” He seemed un-phased by the weight he was carrying.
She fought for breath and smiled, “No. They said I would learn what was needed when I got here.”
“So you shall. The first thing is that you cannot do your job if you injure yourself. Do not take more than you can comfortably handle again. This is not a contest. There is no time constraint. Take the time you need to do the job well and safely.”
She blushed. “I am sorry. I was unsure as to what the appropriate procedure was, so I took all I could lift.”
“I am depending on you to keep track of yourself and your safety. I cannot stress that enough.” He walked into a modestly sized building and placed the packs on a wide, steel table, one by one.
She followed suit, and together, they turned back to the drop zone. Ikari paused during her second load and assessed the weight of the two packs she was carrying and lifting. With concentration, she set the packs on the ground and lifted the straps as she rose from the surface of Dorali. It took some balancing, but once she had herself stabilized, she zipped back and forth four times faster than Khivon could walk.
When he made it up to the house for a third time, she had all of the other packs waiting for him.
His grin said that she had done a good job.
“Now, let’s get you something to eat, and then, we will find the supply packs that they sent for you.” He nodded to the rest of the small outpost, and she followed his gesture, walking on bare feet into the kitchen and dining area.
Khivon joined her in a moment and motioned for her to have a seat. “You can make dinner tomorrow. Today, you are still my guest.”
Bemused, she watched something that her mother told her never occurred in nature. A man was making dinner, and he was doing a very competent job of it.
 



Chapter Six
“I have to admit, you are a pretty good cook, Khivon.”
He laughed. “It was so rare on my home ship to have fresh food that we all learned to prepare simple meals as soon as we could stand to reach the counter in the family quarters. My father taught us each time he managed to lay hands on a new fruit, vegetable or piece of meat. It is one of my favourite memories, and I relive it every time I am in the kitchen.”
She blinked at the insight into Kozue family life. She had not been expecting him to be so candid.
“My mother did all the cooking in the family. My father was in charge of the farm, and I have the dubious honour of having exposure to both worlds and excelling at neither.”
“You are an only child?”
Ikari swallowed the water that she had been drinking and coughed. “Yes. I had a younger sister, but she died when I was seven and she was five. Landslide.”
“Her death triggered your talent, did it not?”
Ikari closed her eyes as if it would take away the images burning her brain. “Yes.”
He did not pursue it any further but piled the dishes in front of her. “I cooked, you clean.”
She looked up at the clatter and smiled warily. “Of course.”
He left her to her thoughts.
She took the dishes to the sink, located the soap and got to work.
How one man could make two dishes and dirty nine pots and pans was beyond her, but she managed to get everything clean, dried and put away in what was the most obvious spot she could locate.
Everything in the cupboards was neat and tidy. In preparation for her duties the next day, Ikari started opening spices and tasting the contents. She located the hot peppers in the first dozen flavours and had to give up after that point. Nothing else could make it through the numbing burn.
Looking for Khivon to find out where she was to sleep was more of a chore than she thought. He was not on the main level, but when she found a set of stairs, Ikari guessed that there was more to this tiny outpost than was visible on the surface.
She sought out the lower level and found a recreational room that took up the entire area and another set of stairs. The bedrooms were on the third level as were the bathing units. There was another set of stairs, but Ikari didn’t care. She was eager to get some privacy to try and remove the suit.
The first bedchamber was obviously Khivon’s. It held his scent, and she breathed in for a moment before she returned to the hall and opened the only other option. “Oh wow.”
The bedroom was charming, and it suited her perfectly. Blues and golds covered each surface, a large monitor was mounted on the wall and a light was blinking. Knowing that blinking lights had not steered her wrong so far, Ikari went over and pressed the switch next to it.
Khivon’s face filled the screen. “Congratulations on finding your room, Ikari. If you look to your left, you will see the contact code for your parents, and when you initiate contact, the time difference will be displayed. You should only need to see it once before you get the hang of it. I am on the lower levels if you need me, if not, have a good evening.”
He gave her no other direction. The screen simply went blank.
Ikari shrugged and smiled, “Fine, if that is the way you want it…”
She used the console and keyed in the transmit code for the connection. The screen displayed the time at her parents’ home on Resicor as five in the morning, so she clicked to proceed. Her mother would be making breakfast by now.
It was a long conversation that was heavily censored on Ikari’s part. Reset had explained the reason for the suit retaining its appearance and once it had been explained, Ikari had removed her objection. If the Resicor were watching this transmission, they would see her in the same restrictor suit that she had last been seen in. That was important. If they suspected that the Citadel was freeing the physical talents, they might not let any more off world.
Her mother had wept when she learned that Ikari would be able to fly to her heart’s content. Her father smiled, but there was a misty look to his eyes as well. She said her goodbyes and promised to call in seven days or less, hopefully at the same time of day.
With her parents placated, she looked down at her body. “Okay suit, you are going to join me in a hot bath if you don’t do something to get off me.”
To her shock, the suit writhed and shifted, forming a wide band around her left ankle. Smiling, Ikari opened the lav off her chamber and ran herself a bath. It wasn’t too bad an evening after all.
* * * *
Khivon took another look at the normal bio-signs that the suit was giving off. They would set the suit to only exceptional recordings as soon as all the resting and activity levels had been duly noted. When you were the only two people who could speak comfortably face to face on an entire world, privacy was something that took on a whole new meaning.
He didn’t want to spy on her any longer than necessary. He would far rather experience her first hand.
He pressed his fist to his forehead and dragged in a calming breath. The image that Reset had forwarded did not prepare him for her impact on his senses. He wanted nothing more than to join her in the hot bath that was relaxing her muscles and caressing her skin. Her eyes were not merely purple, they were the bright royal colour of the Viico nebula. They glowed when she called the air, and he doubted that she even knew it.
The mask formed by the Masuo had the effect of bringing all attention to those eyes and the lush lips that pursed every time she stifled herself. His new journeyman had a quick temper, and he looked forward to seeing it loose and free. Passions were easily redirected, and to get her blood up, he would let her vent on anything that took her fancy.
The Kozue were warriors, strategy was in his blood even if his blood was an abomination to his own people.
* * * *
Toweling off after an hour of soaking in hot water, Ikari was drowsy. She wandered back into her room and was treated to something that took her completely by surprise. Two objects that she had not noticed before decorated her pillow—a data pad and a flower with soft, rich red petals and a thorny stem.
She lifted the flower to her nose and inhaled, enjoying the thick, pleasant scent of a world she had never seen while she thumbed the data pad to life to read the contents.
It was a contract for services to be performed on Dorali. Delivery of medications to the specific cities, courier services between cities and information to be provided on everything Resicor.
She was on her feet, and she commanded her suit back into position within the thirty seconds it took her to wrestle the towels off her body and reach the door.
If they wanted information on her home, someone was going to tell her why.
 



Chapter Seven
He smelled the rose before he saw the new arrival. Khivon turned in his chair and raised his brows. “May I help you, Ikari?”
He had to grit his teeth and curl his hands into fists to keep from touching her. Her skin was flushed and pink from her bath.
She waved the data pad at him. “What is this?”
He smiled when she didn’t ask about the rose. “It is a standard Citadel contract. You are obligated to study and gain complete control of your talent, as well as fill us in on every pertinent bit of information that comes to mind regarding your species.”
She frowned, and he could see she wanted to stamp her dainty foot. “Don’t you know all about the Resicor? I mean you are Kozue, are you not?”
He blinked. “The Resicor never crossed the path of my home ship. Why?”
“If I tell you, do I still need to sign the contract?”
“If you want to get paid you do.”
She sighed, “Well, if we are going to work together, you will need to know. So, first, I will sign, and then, I will adhere to the point of the contract.”
Khivon exhaled in relief. He had no idea what the problem was with the Kozue and Resicor, but he was about to find out why his new partner had a grudge against him before they even met.
As she pressed her thumb to the pad, he smiled, and he felt an un-warrior like sense of relief. She was stuck with him until the Dorali conquered their viruses and after that, as long as he could manage it.
* * * *
She felt distinctly like an animal slated for branding as she looked up to see Khivon staring at her. He wanted to put his mark on her, and her becoming an official member of the Citadel was the first step.
Ikari cleared her throat. “I will explain that portion of Resicor history. It is recent, so I am surprised that it is not on record in the Alliance somewhere.”
“The Kozue do not share much, and the Resicor only recently began communication.” He shrugged and turned to face her full on. “Proceed.”
She looked around and took a seat on the only other lab stool in the place. This was a medical centre, and Khivon had been working with a scanner of some sort when she had arrived. “Are you a physician?”
“Yes and a seer. It is not a popular combination among the Kozue. Now, tell me your story.”
She straightened, “Right, well at some point in the past, no one quite knows when, physical talents ran amok and destroyed lives and property. This caused folk to fear physical talents from the moment that they appeared. This century, our government contacted a passing Kozue ship and explained the problem.”
Ikari ran a hand through her damp hair. “We don’t have a death penalty, you see, so the government rounded up all physical talents and corralled them, then hired the Kozue to kill all those in the cordoned-off areas.”
Khivon’s eyes widened in shock. “Do you know the name of the ship?”
Ikari shook her head. “No. We only have the images of the Kozue slaughtering the physical talents in a frantic press of screaming and blood.”
He was frowning, and he took the data pad from her. “How did they manage to overpower the talents?”
Ikari shrugged, “Suppressors occur in the population. They are considered a psychic talent and are given positions in the government, as do all other psychics if their talent does not have a physical aspect. Anyway, I was raised to fear the return of the Kozue. It is something that the parents of physical talents teach their children from the first sign of power.”
“There is no record of this event in the first seven of the Kozue enclaves that I have searched. I will find out who perpetrated this, and there will be repercussions.”
She blinked, “But it happened decades ago. How can anything be done about it now, and why would you?”
He looked up in surprise. “Because it has affected the way my species is perceived by an entire planet. We also do not strike at those who are unarmed. There is no glory in that type of warfare.”
She twisted her lips in a half smile. “I thought your family despised your blood.”
He chuckled, “They do, but they respect my mind and my sense of honour and duty. I will send a message and see if anyone knows of an enclave near Resicor in the last century. You are not on a common trade route, so it is unlikely that it is a settled enclave.”
“So, murderers were just passing through.”
He cocked his head. “I do not doubt your retelling, but something about this does not sit well with me.”
She shrugged. “I have seen the vid reels in school. They were most graphic.”
“Well, that would explain your hesitance around me.”
Ikari was surprised. “I have not been hesitant.”
“You have not, I have been told that I am very attractive, and yet, you have not mentioned it once.” His lips were twitching with amusement.
She sighed, “You are lovely, and you know it.” Absently, she brought the flower to her lips and stroked her skin with the soft petals.
Khivon’s hands clenched into fists, and his gaze was fixed on her mouth.
Blushing, she pulled flower away and set it on the table. “I forgot to thank you for the flower.”
His skin was tight across his cheekbones, and his eyes glowed like molten gold. “You just did.”
“Um, if that is everything for today, I will return to my room and see you in the morning. What time do I need to wake up?”
He cleared his throat. “The lights in your room mimic the light outside once you are no longer walking around, so wake when it suits you. There is no hurry. We have not yet gotten an order for the new batch of anti-virals.”
She nodded and got to her feet, her hand automatically picked up the flower. “Is that how this works, they order it and I deliver it?”
“Basically. There are drop depots at the edge of each city, and you will have a directional indicator that will help you find the correct spot.”
She had a dozen more questions in her mind, but he was right, tomorrow would be soon enough. For now, she just wanted to get away from the heat in his eyes and the lure of his body.
There was nothing in her life that had prepared her for the impact of that particular Kozue on her senses. Flying to a city full of disease was going to be a welcome relief for her hormones.
 



Chapter Eight
Ikari stumbled into the kitchen and stared at the sight of Khivon standing wearing nothing but a pair of tight-fitting trousers and his gorgeous skin.
“Good morning, Ikari. Breakfast will be ready momentarily. Have a seat.” His voice was a husky rumble, and she blinked in enjoyment before she took to the chair.
When he turned, she winced. “How did you get those scars?”
“In battle. The Kozue might take on other species when hired to, but they prefer to fight their own.” He shrugged and the gesture flexed the muscles under his skin, highlighting the scars that crisscrossed his chest.
“Your own people did that to you?”
“Didn’t your own people think that they were binding and restricting you at the same time?”
“Well, you have me there, but they weren’t trying to kill me.”
“No, they were simply trying to make sure that you lived a long life alone and unloved.”
“That just killed my appetite.” She frowned down at the plate and then burst out laughing. The food had been arranged to replicate a face with a silly grin.
“Or perhaps not?”
She snorted and removed the nose, biting into it with savagery. “Perhaps not. That was then, and this is now. Now, I am not bound in a restrictor suit, I have a limitless sky over me and the ability to fly in it.”
“And a charming meal companion.”
Ikari giggled. “Yes, that too. What was that flower that you left for me yesterday?”
“It was a Terran rose, or as close as the botanists at Citadel base Morganti have been able to replicate. The scent is supposed to be stronger, I think, but they have the texture right.”
She continued to eat the cheerful face in front of her. “How did it get here?”
“It was in a special pack meant for me. There is little here to please a woman such as yourself, so Relay had a care package added to our supplies.”
“Who is Relay?”
“The commander of Sector Guard Base Morganti. Morganti prepared the anti-virals and sent them off in the packs to Teklan. From there, they were put on another shuttle, and you joined them in their journey. Relay included a few extras to aid in our interpersonal conduct.”
“So, the Sector Guard has multiple bases?” She was trying not to blush at the hint that he was attempting some sort of courtship.
“Yes. Udell is the battle base, Teklan the investigative branch, Morganti is the natural-disaster branch and equipment development and Station 13 is a research facility. Station 13 came up with the basic treatment that stopped the progress of the diseases here on Dorali, but the anti-virals have to be administered by the physicians to subdue the effects of the initial viruses.”
She could tell he was trying to keep it simple for her, and as a woman who had dealt with inoculating cattle, she knew that there was a lot that he was leaving out. The damage done by a virus would be permanent. The damage could be halted but regeneration was highly unlikely.
When she finished her meal, she picked up her dishes and his, taking them and washing them swiftly before drying and putting them away.
“We will have to do something about your suit. It doesn’t say Citadel.” He was staring at her, and she blushed at the view he had of her backside as she put away the pans and bowls from meal prep.
“What would say Citadel?”
“You need robes of some kind.”
She closed her eyes and sent the image in her mind to the front of her mask. Ikari felt a shift in the texture and something was soon brushing against her calves. “Better?”
He was standing next to her in an instant. The heat from his skin caressed hers as his hand skimmed over the translucent robe at her shoulder. “Perfect. It suits you very well.”
She trembled in place as his hand came close to but never quite touched her skin.
“Um. Thank you?”
“You are welcome. Now, give me a moment to get dressed, and we will answer the first request for the medication.”
“There has been a request?”
“Yes, they saw the landing pods last night. The city of Cavidian awaits your delivery.” He stepped back, and she shivered at the lack of body heat. “You are an early riser.”
She laughed. “I am a farm girl. If I see the dawn, I am already late for work.”
The robes fluttered loosely, and just to see what it would look like, she set them aflutter with a blast of air. They flipped and twisted gracefully before dropping around her again.
It took Khivon two minutes to return, his braids swinging with every step. When his robes brushed hers, the self-control that she had gained swung rapidly toward hormonal overload.
She hadn’t felt this girly since she was a teen, but something about Khivon set all of her nerves on edge with pleasurable twitters.
“I have prepared the shots for nine thousand. It is enough to go over the population of Cavidian twice over.” He held out a bracelet. “This wrist unit is designed to direct you to the correct city and the airlock that will contain the medical staff waiting for the delivery.”
She put the small cuff on her wrist and locked it in place. “How do I read it?”
“It should grow brighter as you approach your destination. I have never used it myself.” He grinned and shrugged. “Here is the pack. It is designed so you can wear it on your back.”
She quickly raised her hands and wove her hair into a thick braid. “I don’t want it tangled in the straps.”
She shifted into the pack and settled the fairly intense weight on her shoulders. Ikari raised her wrist and the faint glow began. “I suppose it is time to earn my keep.”
Khivon gestured to the stairs. “It is indeed.”
Finding her way out of the small outpost involved several flights of stairs and finally finding her way into the open air.
Thick mist covered the ground, and it stirred sluggishly as she called the air to lift her and her burden.
Ikari made a slow circle of the island before the indicator glowed definitively toward her target. The city of Cavidian was one of seven that she could see, but it was her only target today.
The air of Dorali was thicker than she was used to, but it came easily when she called, held her up and propelled her with alacrity.
The city was moving. There was no doubt that it was shifting position with the change in air currents around it.
She matched Cavidian in speed and direction before circling it to find the entryway. A small shelf was waiting for her. It was just wide enough to land on, so she did.
Figures were moving on the other side of a quarantine screen, and she waved at them before removing her pack and sliding it into a spiral portal that was just the right size.
A button on her side blinked, so she pressed it, and the conveyor belt beneath the portal took the pack all the way through the screens and into the medical facility of Cavidian.
There was nothing else for her to do, so stretching her arms wide, Ikari fell from the city and into the column of wind that carried her out for a wild flight.
The robes flickered and twisted around her as she circled the cities one by one. She could see people inside the cities as they pointed at her and waved.
She waved back and flew on until she had reached each flying city near the Citadel outpost.
One of the seven cities was completely quiet. It floated empty in the collection of cities, and it drew her attention like none of the populated cities had. She lowered herself to just above the dome and peered inside.
Death had taken the city and there was not one person moving within it. Bodies lay in the streets and when tears sparkled off the field of the dome, she changed her direction and returned to the outpost.
Her normally cheerful outlook had just taken a shock to the system, and right now, she needed something a little more distracting than her own thoughts. She knew just the gentleman to provide that distraction.
 



Chapter Nine
Her tears were still on her cheeks when she walked into Khivon’s lab.
“What is it, Ikari? What’s wrong?”
She walked straight into his arms and did what she wanted to do since the moment she first saw him. She pressed her head against his chest and hugged him.
The moment that his arms came around her and held her, she let out the agony of seeing a dead city. “I found a dead city.”
He paused. “You did?”
She mumbled against his chest. “Yes. I got as close as I could, and they were all dead. No motion, no one breathing. Nothing.”
He sighed, “You can feel them breathing?”
“Of course. They move air, I feel it.” She smiled and sighed as his hands moved slowly over her back. The robes that she pressed against were soft and warm, scented with pure Khivon.
“You are truly an elemental, aren’t you?” He chuckled softly.
“Apparently. Calling the air was always my skill. The day my sister died, I called the air, and it carried me to high ground. She fell, she fell so very far.” Tears seeped out and onto his robe.
“You blame yourself.”
“I was older. I should have watched out for her. I didn’t know that it had rained the day before, and no one had told me about the landslides. It seemed a great place to fly kites.”
“You were a child. Children should never have to worry about the safety of the ground beneath their feet.”
His hands rubbed her back in comfort, and she hiccupped. “I felt the air leave her body for the last time. I tried to put it back in, but it wouldn’t stay. She was broken, and there was nothing left to hold the air. Cassisi died in my arms, and my aunt and uncle found us at the base of the cliff.”
“Where were your parents?”
“They were on the farm. My aunt and uncle wanted to try having kids over before they had children of their own.”
“No one was watching you?”
“No. We were alone and entertaining ourselves.” She looked up at him. “Why?”
“Because, if someone isn’t watching small children under the age of self-sufficiency, then they are to blame for anything that befalls them. Your parents put their trust in your relatives, and they let them down.”
She gave him a watery smile. “They never did have children of their own after that, but there was no one to blame. The ground would have given way regardless.”
He gave her a strong squeeze. “And there you have it. No one was to blame. Not you, not your aunt and uncle and not your sister. You did what you could on instinct, but without practice, there is no way to gain complete mastery of a talent.”
She started to ease out of his embrace.
“Where do you think you are going?”
“Um, I came in for a hug, and you gave me that, so now I will leave you to your work.”
He shook his head and lowered his lips to hers for a kiss that shocked her with its sweetness.
She had not expected him to taste like honey and Khivon. As he leaned back, she followed him, going up on her toes until she had no choice but to hover so that he could not move out of her reach. Face to face, she looped her arms around his neck and returned the kiss that he had given to her. Sweetness and warmth flowed from her lips to his, and when she drew back, he wrapped a hand around her braid and kept her head even with his.
His voice was a husky whisper. “Once we start this, Ikari, there is no going back.”
She met his seething gold gaze with her own. “I can’t go back regardless. I may as well start something new now.”
His kiss went from sweet to fierce in an instant.
Her hands tangled in his braids and held him close while she wrapped her legs around his waist for balance.
He started to trail kisses down her neck when an insistent chirp came to their attention. He groaned and pulled away. “I am sorry. Another city requires your assistance.”
She pushed away and floated to the floor, her feet settling on the cool stone. Suddenly shy, she wrapped her arms around herself. “Of course.”
Khivon lifted her chin with his fingers. “This is not over, Ikari. We are merely in a holding pattern until you are back with me. Now, please, smile.”
She smiled weakly, the intensity in his eyes was still focussed completely on her and that was far more gratifying than it should have been.
“Which city is next?”
“Gorvial.” He turned, and with a few keystrokes, a three-dimensional representation was hovering in front of them. “The seven great cities circled the outpost in hopes that the Citadel could reach out for assistance. Which city was dead?”
She bit her lip and pointed at an elegant structure with spires that climbed almost to the top of its enclosure. “That one.”
“Eranian. The great library was in that city. I will mark it and send a report to the Citadel.” His shoulders drooped as the city turned black on the imager.
Ikari stroked his shoulder, and he drew in a deep breath. “It hurts to lose any of them. We have been working so hard to save them.”
“You are doing what you can. There is nothing else that could have been done.” She gave him a quick hug. “Now, get me the medication for Gorvial, and I will take off.”
He turned, and a rueful smile was on his lips. “As you wish, Ikari, but don’t forget it is your turn to cook.”
She grinned, took the pack, checked her indicator and lifted off. Flying through the facility did create a bit of a mess, but for the next few hours, it was not her problem.
She paused before the open door, and as soon as she unlatched it, she took to the sky. The winds caught her up in their arms and carried her to her destination. This time, as she approached the drop point, she watched the indicator flash in time to the button on the air lock. As she flew, she was sending a signal to the city, and it was sending one in return. It was interesting that they knew she was coming.
The scientists on the other side waved a greeting to her, and she slid the pack into the lock before pressing the button that carried it into the hands of medical personnel. They waved again to her, and she threw her arms wide as she dropped off the small platform and into the waiting winds below.
Ikari moved through the gusts and tugs of the wind. She let her body rise and drop as she grew closer and closer to the thick liquid that made up the water on Dorali.
With no visible land nearby, she could understand the need for the floating cities, but their detail and majesty made her wonder who and what had built them in the first place.
The populations of the cities were low now, but they would have been able to hold tens of thousands. The water on the surface did not have any redeeming qualities as far as Ikari could tell. It was too thick to drink, and the waves were sluggish despite the harsh battering of the winds. Something had occurred far before the disease had been spread, and it had made the surface uninhabitable.
She gained altitude and enjoyed the feel of air surrounding her once again. If she was really an elemental, she should be able to control the air, and if she could do that, she was going to need somewhere to experiment.
The thought of experimenting brought a mental image of Khivon back to her, and as she had that thought, her body changed direction to the outpost. Instincts were kicking in, and nothing was more tempting than trying things on Khivon that she had only read about in books and seen on vids.
 



Chapter Ten
Remembering what he had said, Ikari’s first stop was the kitchen. She dug through the cupboards, chopped, minced and mixed foods that looked appropriate before leaving them to stew on low.
The scent of a good stew filled the air, and she walked down to the lab with a swing in her step and a swirl in her robes.
Khivon was watching the doorway when she appeared. “The cities are abuzz with sightings of you. Apparently, they are calling you the bringer of hope and deliverer of kindness.”
She blinked. “What? I haven’t even seen what a Dorali looks like close up.”
“You did fly-bys of each city?” He sat back and crossed his arms over his chest.
“I did. I wanted to get a feel for them. Why?”
“They saw you. News reports started blaring, and now, the other four cities have put in their requests for the medical support. I hope you aren’t hungry, because you have a lot of work to do.”
Neatly arranged on the table were four packs, and she groaned, “Fine. The stew is on the stove. Stir it now and then to keep in from burning.
With all of her little fantasies squashed, she lifted the first pack and checked the indicator. Two steps forward, and Khivon was in front of her.
He held her shoulders and gave her a scorching kiss. “Come back soon. The faster we can get them the anti-virals, the sooner you will have some time to continue your education.”
She raised her eyebrows at the reference to education and grinned. “I look forward to all you can teach me, Master Seer.”
Ikari hiked up the stairs and launched herself from the roof, beginning the final drops of the first medication.
Khivon met her on the roof when she returned for the next batch. His robes were whipping frantically in the wind and she realized that she didn’t even feel it.
He shouted, “Next city,” and handed her a pack.
She caressed his cheek and took off.
A crowd gathered to watch her deliver the medication. When the pack was inside the city, a cheer went up that she could hear through the heavy dome.
The same thing happened at the final two cities, and when she was able to land at the outpost, her limbs gave out, and she dropped to the ground. Khivon appeared and lifted her in his arms.
He didn’t speak until they were inside the outpost, but she heard his whisper in her ear. “Well done, Ikari. Well done.”
She smiled and snuggled against him, inhaling the scent that she was coming to associate with relaxation. She may have grown up in terror of the Kozue, but this one was nothing for her to fear.
When he plunked her down at the dining table, she blinked in disappointment. The images in her mind of him sweeping her off into his bedroom fizzled abruptly when a bowl of stew appeared in front of her.
“Eat, Ikari. You have expended far more energy than you know.” He broke off a chunk of bread that smelled freshly baked and placed it next to her.
She tore off a piece of bread and dipped it in the bowl. The flavour was a little bland but not horrible for a first attempt with foreign ingredients.
“You did well for someone unfamiliar with the vegetables on offer.” He smiled and gestured for her to keep eating. “I have never had something with those particular flavours mixed, but it tastes edible.”
She grinned and started to eat with a good appetite. “When you farm all day, you rarely have time to fuss in the kitchen. One-pot meals are my speciality. It will make your doing the dishes easy.”
He laughed. “Reports are coming in from the cities, the initial observations of treated persons indicates a restriction of the viruses.”
“That’s good, right?”
He chuckled. “Very good. Ten years from the last recorded eradication of the virus, Dorali will be open for trade again.”
She scraped the bottom of her bowl, and he brought over the pot and scraped the last of it toward her for a final serving. “You ate the rest?”
His skin darkened to a deeper purple. “I did say that the food was edible. Sometimes, the thing that makes food the most tasty is that you did not have to make it yourself.”
She snorted and finished the rest of the stew. “I would have to agree. Thank you for the bread.”
“It was the least I could do. It is exceedingly frustrating for me to have you doing the physical part of the posting while I am stuck in the lab analyzing samples and data.” He took her bowl and spoon from her, washing them swiftly and putting them away.
Ikari was exhausted. She was even too tired to summon an air current to lift her to her room. “I am just going to take a little nap now. See you tomorrow.”
“Oh no, I don’t want you waking with a crick in your neck. Come along.” He lifted her again, and her robes slid weightlessly over his arms.
She looped her arms around his neck and snuggled against his chest. Her stomach gurgled alarmingly, and she blushed. “Sorry about that.”
“Don’t be. I have been a medical officer for decades. I have seen almost everything that a body can do and some things that it really shouldn’t.” His smile was infectious.
She chuckled and relaxed against him. Her stomach subsided, and it came to her how long it had been since she had eaten. No wonder her gut was making noise. It probably thought it was never going to be fed again.
He took her down the two flights of stairs and placed her in her bed. He pressed his hand to her shoulder and frowned. “Do you sleep with the Masuo in place?”
She chuckled and the Masuo receded until it was that single band around her ankle. She flushed hot pink when she realized that she had been tired enough to strip herself with nothing more than a suggestion from him. “Sorry. Just let me climb under the sheets.”
Khivon lifted her carefully, his hands avoiding any sensitive areas, allowing Ikari to blow the covers back and out of her way. With her bed turned down, he tucked her inside and pulled the covers up and over her shoulder.
He moved to leave, and she reached out, “Khivon, stay.”
He raised his eyebrows, “What are you asking me, Ikari?”
She swallowed at the direct question. “Hold me during the night? I am not ready for more, but it will be a start.”
His throat flexed as he swallowed. “I can do that.”
“Or, do you have more work to do?” She bit her lip, and in an instant, he was next to her, his thumb tugging until her lower lip was free.
“It will be fine. I have a pager for disasters and things that require immediate response.” He shrugged out of his robes, removed the shirt he wore under them and curled up next to her, the sheets between them.
His words in her ear set off a myriad of fantasies. “This is as close as we will get…tonight.”
She swallowed heavily and snuggled against him, wrapping herself in his hard muscle and heat. His scent burned itself into her mind, she welcomed sleep and the dreams that her body was going to trigger with her deadly Kozue close at hand.
 



Chapter Eleven
Waking in Khivon’s arms was a moment she wanted to relive over and over, unfortunately, nature called, and it was angry with her.
Leaping out of his arms and sprinting to the lav lacked dignity, but to hell with dignity when your dinner was reversing itself with a vengeance. She was on her second round of heaves when hands that were not her own held her hair out of her face.
“I thought this might happen. Your system isn’t quite geared to the tubers that you tossed in the stew. It was touch and go for me as well, but I managed.” Khivon’s voice was gentle, and when the spasms had passed, he held her in the shower and rinsed the cold sweat from her body.
“I am humiliated.”
He pressed a kiss to her wet forehead. “Why? You are a little-known race on a new world. There are bound to be bacteria and foods that you cannot digest.”
Khivon set her on her feet and wrapped her in a towel before he wrapped another around her hair. “Now, a few sips of water and back to bed. Tomorrow, breakfast will be cooked grains.”
She grimaced. It was the same thing her mother had fed her when she was ill as a child. “Wonderful. I look forward to it.”
He laughed and carried her back into her bedroom. This time, he stripped his wet clothing off completely before curling in next to her, the soothing warmth of his hand on her belly were far too comfortable for her peace of mind. She fought the urge to sleep, but her body wanted rest more than it wanted Khivon, so she gave in.
He was gone when she woke up, and only the towels pinned under her and the marks from where his hands had held her proved that it had not been an elaborate fantasy. When she wandered into the lav, the mark of one hand across her breast and the other across her belly proved that he had indeed been pressed against her until the wee hours of the morning.
She brushed her teeth and had a glass of water before triggering her suit. Instead of the tight bodysuit, it formed a wrapped tunic and tights. “I didn’t know you could do that.”
The clothing hummed against her happily, acting as undergarment and outerwear with ease.
She brushed out her hair and twisted it into long loops similar to the ones her people wore to public celebrations. If she didn’t have to go flying today, she thought it might be a nice change for her to look pretty for Khivon.
Her bare feet were used to the stone, and she pattered up to the kitchen area. Khivon was working with a small pot full of herbs, and he looked up with a smile. “Good morning, Ikari. You look lovely today.”
She chuckled. “Never say that to a woman. It means we look like crap every other time you have seen us.”
He widened his eyes. “Well then, today, you are exceptionally lovely.”
“Better.”
They chuckled, and she took a chair while he puttered around near the stove. When he returned to her, there was a bowl full of grains with fruit adorning it in a similar cheerful face to the breakfast of her first day on Dorali.
“Do they teach you how to do that in warrior school?” She couldn’t help but smile as she gestured to her meal.
“No. I learned it from a member of the Sector Guard. She said that there was never a better icebreaker than food that makes a person laugh.” He sat with his own bowl, and they ate breakfast together.
He refilled his bowl twice while she worked her way through the gargantuan serving that he had given her. “Why so much?”
“You lost most of what you ate yesterday. Your body needs to replenish and restore itself. For that, it needs fuel. This is a grain blend that your body will be able to break down easily. Get used to it, it will be all you eat today.”
She grimaced. “Fine. One meal will do me if I don’t fly.”
He chuckled and took her empty bowl. “That isn’t what I meant. There will be more grains for lunch and dinner. Your biology needs to reboot, and we will ease you into foods that you can then acclimate to.”
She crossed her arms as he did the dishes. “I thought it was my turn.”
“You were ill. You can double up once we have a grip on what you can and cannot eat.”
Ikari decided that grumbling wasn’t going to get her anywhere, so she asked, “What is on the agenda today?”
“First, we will check for missives and any other incoming data. Then, I will assign you some lessons in control in our workout room, level eight.”
She blinked. “Can I get a full tour, please?”
“I was hoping that you would ask.”
He offered her his arm, and he started his tour. “This is the only above-ground level aside from your launch area. The next floor is the recreation area where an extensive library of vids is available, including ones on the history of Dorali. It is a spot to relax and unwind when the storms are raging above.”
“The storms?”
“Yes, like the one you flew through yesterday. The winds were gusting near the speed of sound.”
She blinked, “They were?”
He looked at her in astonishment. “You didn’t notice?”
Ikari shrugged, “Not really. I simply call the wind that I need, and it lifts me and takes me where I want to go. There is not much to it.”
Khivon nodded. “We will work on seeing if there are any fine controls that you can exercise.”
“Agreed.”
“The next floor contains our living quarters. They are outfitted with communications nodes for private com links.”
“Thank you.”
“The third floor is the medical, storage and research area.” He put his hand over hers as they continued down.
“Fourth floor is the hydroponics that provide us with fresh food.” He had to pause, because she lifted her face and closed her eyes at the feel of the wind moving past her.
“This is where the air enters the outpost.” She looked toward a vent in the wall and then back to Khivon.
“Yes. It goes through a number of locks to slow it down, so the air that we get is not strong enough to destroy the plants, but they do better when they breathe.” He smiled and wandered down an aisle with pots and another with a series of seedlings taking shape.
“These seeds are from Resicor. They will provide you with a guaranteed source of nutrition in a few weeks. Until then, we will tread carefully with your meals.” Khivon nodded.
“Vasku seeds.” She smiled. “They are tasty and self seeding, fast growing too. It was a good choice. How did we get them?”
He chuckled. “You are the second one of your kind to join the Citadel this year. She offered suggestions as to useable foodstuffs. They were picked up by Contract and Counsel.”
She grinned. “The woman who fell off the building in front of everyone?”
He shook his head. “I have no idea. But she recommended that food be brought to help ease your kind into the Alliance.”
“Smart woman.”
“Shall we continue the tour?” He offered his arm again, and they continued lower in the structure.
“This is the protein generator. The heat it puts out warms the upper levels, and since heat rises, this was a good place to locate it.”
She smiled and looked at the huge unit that squatted in the centre of the otherwise unoccupied floor. Ikari took a look at it, and it displayed a vast array of meats available for creation.
“It mimics the structure of any meat you can possibly imagine, and it crafts it out of the beans grown on the level above.”
“So, this outpost is self sustaining?”
“We could remain underground for years and be perfectly healthy with the fresh air coming in as well as the artificial daylight.” Khivon escorted her to the stairs, and she stopped short at the base when she noticed the endless array of tunnels and tubes.
“What is this?”
“Your practice area. I am a seer, and I did see you coming after all. It is time to hone your skills to do more than lift you from the ground and carry you through the air.”
She blinked in surprise. “Really?”
He walked to the first of the tunnels. “Really. Now, concentrate on firing a column of air down this tunnel and see how fast you can make the wind move.”
To Ikari’s surprise, he was serious. He had her moving small metal balls through the tunnels, then moving them so that they did not roll or touch the sides, and finally, she had to manipulate them through an obstacle course. By the time he called a halt, she was drenched in sweat, and it was lunchtime.
“That’s enough, Ikari. Take a break, and we will have some lunch. More grains. I am sure that you are hungry.”
Grimacing, she lifted one of the small, lighter balls and smacked it into the back of his head. “Yes, I am hungry. Thank you for noticing.”
He rubbed the back of his head. “Your control is coming along. Now, after you. I don’t want you behind me for some reason.”
She laughed and sprinted up the stairs, stopping at her quarters and looking over her shoulder. “I am going to have a quick shower. I will be upstairs shortly.”
“I will get your lunch ready.”
He disappeared, and she entered her rooms to take her shower.
Hot water, soap and scrubbing removed the sweat from her body, and when Khivon slid into the shower behind her, she turned with a sigh of relief. Pursuing him would have lacked dignity, but when he started to taste her flesh one inch at a time, she knew that no chasing was necessary.
She wrapped her arms around him and learned every inch of him as he learned her. When they moved to the bedroom, she learned that there was something about this Kozue that matched what she had learned about his people. He really knew how to use his weapon.
 



Chapter Twelve
“Your meal is ready.” Khivon was whispering it against her neck.
She trailed her fingers across the scars on his chest. “I am not the least bit hungry. You?”
“I think I could find something to nibble on.” He started to move down her body again when a harsh beeping broke into the room. “Damn.”
“The alarm?”
“The alarm.” He got to his feet and put on his trousers.
She triggered the Masuo and was soon dressed in her flying gear, complete with robe.
He eyed her covered body wistfully. “I have to get one of those.”
She grinned, “The Masuo or me.”
He wrapped his arms around her and pressed his hips to hers. “Yes.”
“The alarm?”
“Right. Come on.” He raced down to the lab and activated the large screen.
A nervous-looking man with an iridescent complexion was sitting, and he was relieved when he saw Khivon.
“Master Seer, have you been watching the skies?”
“Not today, Mayor Urgal. What is the word?”
“Raiders. Their heading is the city of Eranian. What is going on?”
Khivon gave her a look, and Ikari headed for the stairs. If the Raiders wanted Eranian, she would have to stop them.
She ran out and up, closing the door and taking to the skies. The mayor had not been kidding. She could feel the ships entering the atmosphere, and she used all the power she could muster to get to the city before they did.
Ikari flew to the edge of the city and rested on the ledge. With her back to the solid surface, she surrounded the city with a windstorm of hurricane proportions.
The ships came at the city with determination, and one by one, she gripped them in a whirlwind and dumped them into the ocean.
Six ships tried to gain Eranian, and she destroyed each one. The oddity to her was that none of the ships had fired on the city. Each one had approached the lock that she guarded with deliberate focus. They wanted something inside the city, and she had no doubt that it had something to do with the virus killing all inhabitants.
When the attacking ships were sinking in the slurry that passed for an ocean, she sat for a moment, trying to get enough strength to return to the outpost.
“Ikari, are you all right?”
She almost jumped off her perch when her suit talked to her with Khivon’s voice. “Khivon? How can I hear you?”
“There are still sensors and communicators embedded in your Masuo. Your blood pressure took a dip, and you are barely conscious. Do you need help?”
She blinked. “I just need to rest a moment. I will take it easy on the way home. In the meanwhile, try and figure out why the Raiders would want something from inside a dead city.”
“What?”
“I was able to pick them off, because they were after something within Eranian.”
“What did you do with them?”
“I sank them in the ocean. They went down, and there was a rupture of atmosphere. I have not seen any survivors.” She watched the area where she had downed the ships and nothing appeared except bubbles.
Large creatures slowly cruised past, and every now and then, they lashed around under the surface, and she could only imagine that the few who survived were being dispatched by the natural inhabitants of Dorali.
She felt a second wind take hold. Ikari lifted off her perch and flew to the outpost using the natural wind as much as possible. She staggered when she landed and quickly got out of the wind and the setting sun. She gave a final glance to the nine moons in the sky and quickly tucked herself back in the outpost.
She was just entering the kitchen when Khivon caught her in his arms. “Come with me. You need medical treatment.”
Ikari wobbled, and he scooped her up.
“Fine, take me where you will. I am just in need of a little rest.”
“Don’t fall asleep. Your body is in shock. You need a doctor, and I just happen to be available.”
“Tramp.” She giggled weakly into his shoulder.
“Only around you.”
He carried her to the medical bay and scanned her excessively. Once the scanner began, he gave her a series of injections that the Masuo conveniently moved aside for.
She felt better as her chemical balance was restored. “Can I sleep yet?”
He chuckled. “Yes, now you can sleep. I will start a fluid drip, and by the time you wake, you should be as right as can be. I have some news about the Kozue on Resicor, so you might want to get up as early as you can.”
Ikari wanted to hear all about it, but her mind fluttered into darkness.
Waking in Khivon’s lap in the rec room was a bit of a surprise. “What?”
“This is the original vid from Resicor.” He showed her what every school child on Resicor was exposed to, the murder of the physical talents by Kozue warriors.
“However, this is the Kozue recording. I found out which ship had been in your planet’s area at the time.”
“How is that possible?”
“The Kozue keep extensive records, but this ship and crew were special. They all committed suicide within two months of their stop on Resicor.”
“What?”
“The Iron Dagger was the name of the ship, and this recording was found on board by an Alliance warship, fifty years after the attack.”
The images started to play out, but instead of hundreds of talents, there were only fifty, and all of them were women. They were shackled to each other, and as the attack commenced, a few fought back with fire, ice or wind. It didn’t matter, the Kozue killed them all.
“That is still horrible but not as bad as what we were shown. Where were the others? I mean there are records of the physical talents disappearing at that time. Where did they go if the Kozue did not kill them?”
“That is an interesting question. My question is who is this?” He zeroed in on a figure standing and watching everything with a focussed expression on his face.
“It looks like a convincer, but they don’t let them run around loose. Convincers are closely guarded at all times.” She frowned as she watched the man who stared at the carnage until all the female talents were dead.
“What do they do?”
“They alter perceptions. According to our ancient records, they were sought after to make armies seem more impressive to invaders. It is a perceived illusion.”
Khivon sighed. “That would explain the records on the Iron Dagger. They were told they were fighting a well-armed force. They came in expecting a fight, and they thought they had had one until the recording showed what we have seen. They struck down unarmed women who were chained to make them easy targets. There was no honour in that and much shame. They killed themselves in an effort to expunge their guilt.”
She frowned. “Guilt does not seem like a Kozue-like trait.”
He scowled. “You are right. It isn’t. They should have sought some kind of explanation rather than simply killing themselves. Something isn’t right here.”
She sighed. “Well, this is ancient history. Now, what were the Raiders after in Eranian?”
“A deadly virus. The mutation in Eranian was the most virulent and had a one-hundred-percent kill rate. They were trying to harvest the bodies in an effort to synthesize a weapon.”
She rubbed her forehead. “What can we do?”
“I have called in an order for a scorcher. They will come in, burn the entire city and destroy every trace of the virus.”
“Won’t they be stuck here?”
“Scorchers are exempt from quarantine. There is one on the way who will be here within the next seven days.”
Khivon was rubbing her back, and his fingers caressed her hip.
She rubbed at her forehead and pushed away thoughts for the future. “Wait, how is it that you didn’t foresee any of this?”
“My sight isn’t close range, it is long range. We will be together six months from now and five years beyond that. The future is fluid. The smallest change in today can cause a shift in next month. My accepting of this post brought you into my future, and I must admit, I am enjoying the present.”
She frowned and rubbed her head. “Once my head stops aching, I am sure that I will be able to catch up with that, so in the meantime, we are on the alert for Raiders trying to catch the dead city?”
He laughed, “Yes, but for now, we can enjoy the longest time before more attacks.”
Khivon leaned down and nibbled at her shoulder. Her suit obligingly left her naked on his lap.
“I think my suit is on your side.” She chuckled and reached for him. “It is getting a little cold around her.”
He grinned, “I believe I will have to exert myself to warm you. Oh what shall I do with such a burden before me?”
Laughing, she arched to his touch. “I will find a way to compensate you.”
“Of that, my dear Ikari, I am sure.”
* * * *
The days and nights on a wind-lashed Dorali took on a routine that Ikari embraced as often as she embraced her partner.
No Raider ship made it to Eranian before the scorcher did, and once the city was clean, the interlopers stopped coming. Whatever they were seeking died with the eradication of the remains, and it only left one question.
Who had told them about the city to begin with?
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