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Naka can use her mind to destroy a world, or she can save it. When nothing seems right, she calls the moon.
Naka was adrift with no means to focus, but accidentally starting a tremor in her hometown lets everyone know what she is and sentences her to confinement. The Citadel sends a representative to take her away, but the information that he is given will make sure that she finds no friends off Resicor.
Her life is no longer her own, but her talent begs to be used, and on the planet of Piq, she finds something very wrong. The empty world should not be empty. Its mind has been stolen and lodged in the moon. In his efforts to escape, the living mind of the planet has almost ripped his old body apart. With skills she didn’t know she had, Naka steps in to carry one mind back to its home. She hopes she will survive the process.
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Chapter One
The interior of the dome was the same as it had been every day for the last three weeks. Naka Gwyn ran through the tasks that had been assigned to her and finished early in the morning. The rest of the day was hers to do with as she pleased and what she usually pleased was to climb onto the roof to stare at the moons.
Naka had given up on protesting that she wasn’t a physical talent. No one within the dome cared and no one outside wanted to listen.
The council had given her mundane chores that consisted of cleaning and tidying up the council chambers. She didn’t mind. It kept her body busy and having her body idle was what had caused the problem in the first place.
With her new restrictor suit in place, she didn’t bother to try and use her talent, in these close quarters it would do her more harm than good anyway.
The rocks and the energy dome overhead were a deterrent to her even trying to plunge her mind into the ground beneath her. The first time she had ever used the niggling power, she caused an earthquake that rattled her village. It was only a small earthquake but enough to send the guard swarming over the area looking for the cause. With four helpful neighbours pointing fingers directly at her, Naka had no chance to evade suspicion and a simple brain scan confirmed that she was a talent.
Her talent didn’t have a personal physical manifestation, but it was a catastrophic reaction and that itself was enough to end her up in the dome.
“Good afternoon, Wahli.” She waved at the greeter for the council. “Another new arrival?”
“Something like that. Are you enjoying your time here?” Wahli was always polite when she spoke to Naka.
Naka sighed. “I am. Don’t worry. I am not going to break the dome. I am going for a run, care to join me?”
The other woman smiled, “Perhaps later. Have a good run.”
Wahli walked toward the only entry and exit to the dome. If there were a newbie coming in, they would all know about it by the end of the day.
Naka stretched, the weird feel of her suit still taking some getting used to. The facemask that framed her features was the most peculiar part of it. Something told her that the wraparound had a purpose, but she had no idea what it was.
Running in bare feet took some getting used to, but as she started out with a slow jog, she had to admit that her feet felt better than they had in years of running on the coastlines.
She waved at the other talents who were out tending gardens but kept her head straight.
Her first two days in the dome had been full of fear and frustration. Hahvi, the fire elemental, had suggested that she seek out a form of leeching her physical energy other than using her talent. Running was something that had always come easily to her, so she picked that as her workout.
The first day, she had made it through the occupied area of the dome before she limped back to her quarters. The second day, she was only able to make it a quarter of the way through the dome.
Eventually, Naka had been able to see parts of the dome that few of the inhabitants ever bothered to look for—abandoned parks, dry fountains, trees that struggled to thrive in the arid environment. Naka saw them all.
The wonder of the domed city was that it had been designed to be completely contained and support itself in the worst of conditions on Resicor. It was a monument to the past and the urge to survive that her people had enjoyed in their history. Its current use as a prison for psychic talents with physical effects was a sad statement to the modern generation.
Her route this morning took her past the old city centre, around the empty fountain, back through a residential neighbourhood and, from there, to her quarters.
Naka spent her afternoon working on her small, personal garden. The only foods she could identify easily were herbs, so that is what she planted.
She was on her way inside when her suit spoke to her.
“Naka Gwyn, please report to the entrance. You are being recalled.”
“What?” She blinked at the herb garden around her.
“Report to the entrance immediately. You are being moved to another holding area.”
Naka looked around to see if one of the others was using a voice talent to throw her off. There was no one near her plot.
She washed her hands quickly. No sense having dirt under her nails when she went wherever it was that she was going.
Wahli was in the lane when she walked past. A sobbing young woman was leaning against her. “Naka, where are you off to?”
“I just got a notice from my suit that I am needed at the entrance. Something about being reassigned.”
Wahli stopped in her tracks and stared, “Are you sure?”
“I haven’t been here long enough for the walls to talk to me. It has to be my suit and that means the guard. Either I will be gone or I am facing a move, not that I have heard about any other facility on Resicor to house physical talents.”
Wahli frowned. “There isn’t. Can you wait?”
A voice emanated from Naka’s suit. “Naka Gwyn, report to the entrance immediately!”
Naka winced. “He sounds pissed. A hug for good luck?”
Wahli put her charge aside and gave Naka a quick hug. Her huge eyes got even wider as their skin connected arm to arm. “That explains it then. Good luck and long life. You deserve it.”
Naka grinned and waved goodbye as she passed the first and last talent to greet her in the dome. The archway was ominously silent. She entered the narrow hall, reaching the electronic curtain swiftly. Her touch on the screen let her hand pass through, and closing her eyes, she rushed the rest of her body through the tingling barrier.
When she was in the normal air again, she opened her eyes to see a world-weary stranger waiting for her. Behind her, the barrier whined into full strength, so she stepped quickly into the antechamber where she had protested her lack of physical talent for the last time.
“Naka Gwyn?”
She stared at the man, his horns reflected the minimal light in the space. His skin was deep red, hair black and woven into minute braids tipped with silver bands. She didn’t look at the half dozen guardsmen that had guns trained on her, this stranger took up all her senses.
“Are you Naka Gwyn?” The man was impatient. His sensuous lips were flattened in displeasure.
“I am.” Her instinct was to curtsy for some reason, but she held back and lifted her head.
“Come with me. We have a ship to catch.” He held out his hand, and the dark robes he wore slid back to expose a heavy metal cuff on his wrist. It had an ornate pattern on it that she would have loved to explore, but his impatience was palpable.
With a feeling of finality, she placed her small, pale hand in his larger burgundy grip, and he closed his digits around hers, turning and simply walking away from the dome.
She felt ridiculous as he hauled her along the barren flats toward a shuttle. Her mind screamed a thousand insults at his back during their journey. She hated being treated like a child.
When they entered the shuttle, she noted that it was geared for his body, his height, the breadth of his shoulders, everything was meant for someone of his physical presence. She felt like a child in the seat next to the pilot’s controls, but she let him buckle her in place for the journey.
Her life had ended the moment that they put the suit on her, so wherever she was going now was bound to be an improvement on jogging through a dead city to keep her mind out of the planet’s crust.
It had been such a little earthquake, after all.
 



Chapter Two
Viiko sighed. The puny, pale creature next to him did not look strong enough to rip a planet apart, but that is what the Resicor file was stating. According to her own world, Naka Gwyn was a deadly creature that had to be removed or destroyed.
The Citadel had stepped in and offered to take the unstable woman off their hands. It had taken quite a few communications, but finally, they had gotten in touch with Viiko. When her circumstances were explained, he agreed to acquire her for the Citadel, but his agreement did not pass that. He would take her to Teklan, get her suit reprogrammed and then deliver her to her assigned world.
Piq was undeveloped, up for colonization, but very unstable. If Naka could use her talents in any way to stabilize the planet, she would earn back her rescue fee.
The moment he had touched her, the Citadel had started running a tab for her. She would have to earn back everything they would spend on her during her training and outfitting. All food rations, shelter, equipment would all be placed on an account that she would have to earn her way out of.
It was the same for every member of the Citadel, being part of the largest psychic guild in the Alliance had a cost but most were willing to pay it.
Viiko sighed silently and set course for Teklan. Whatever that suit was that she was wearing, it was on record as needing some detailed work that Reset was ready and willing to provide.
His organic assessment work on Piq had been interrupted to do this run to retrieve the woman, and he was in no mood to coddle a female who had killed her own people. The Resicor had been very specific. She was a killer.
* * * *
The man was silent. She didn’t even know what he was. His handling of the shuttle was no-nonsense, and she waited until her body felt oddly detached from her mind before she asked, “Where are we going?”
“Sector Guard Base, Teklan. Your suit needs some work.” The disapproval in his tone was unmistakable.
She blushed as she ran her hands over her slick, silvery suit. It had taken this form on its own. She had no say in the matter. Her torso was completely covered, but her legs were dressed in small swirls and jags of fabric.
“I didn’t have a choice. They bonded it to my skin.”
He paused slightly, his face softening briefly before he nodded his head with a jerk.
Naka whispered, “What are they going to do to me?”
“I don’t know. I was given this assignment at the last minute. I do not normally pick up felons.” The low disgust in his tone made her flinch.
“Felon?” She was shocked. “I rattled some dishes. It was just a small earthquake, I swear. No one was hurt.” She bit her lip and stared out at the moons as they increased their speed toward the unknown blackness of space.
“Your file says otherwise, mistress. There are scanners who could tell if you are speaking the truth, but I am not one of them.” He frowned. It seemed his natural facial state was to have that gorgeous mouth down at the corners.
“Can I read my file? I will need something to do while you are busy glaring at me.” She had heard from others in the dome that the guard falsified their actions to build public opinion against them. Naka had not had confirmation until now, but this did seem to be the likely source for his hostility.
“I don’t see the harm.”
He punched a few codes into a terminal, and the ship popped a screen in front of her with a series of documents with her name as the header.
She started with the arrest report. It was horrible. According to the data in front of her, she had wiped out a village and caused a tsunami that wrecked three coastlines. “I didn’t do that. There was no damage.”
“The official reports differ.”
There was no sympathy on his side, so she continued to read. Her medical files were there, including her lack of sexual activity. It was bizarre to see something so intimate displayed on a document available for anyone to read.
Her parents’ death was outlined, as well as the extensive investigation that followed the two-vehicle accident that shattered her life. After she had been arrested, they returned to the scene to look for signs of seismic activity, but they didn’t find any. That did not stop them from speculating that she had a hand in her parents’ accident years earlier.
Cruel, malicious and vicious speculation covered the documents. Naka put her hand on the screen. “Please, turn it off. It is horrible.”
His brow furrowed, and he did as she asked. “Don’t tell me that you are innocent.”
She was shuddering with nausea. No wonder there had been no press conference to announce her arrest. Her fate had been decided the moment she lost control.
“I will not say innocent, but I will say that I did not use my talents in the manner described in the files. I lost emotional control near my home, and the ground shook. That was all. No one was injured, no one died and there was no wrecked coastline.”
“Your parents?”
“They died when I was ten. I was at my grandmother’s house, playing with my cousin at the precise moment of their deaths. We were pretending to be actors and recording our little play. I had no idea that they were gone, my life ended that day.”
“They left you money.”
“I had a trust, was raised by first my grandmother and then my father’s sister. I went to school, got a degree in botany and returned to my home on the coastline where I could run every day and pretend that my parents were running behind me once again.” She wiped the tears from her eyes like she did every time she thought of them.
He paused, “I see. If my actions were brusque, I apologise, but the truth of your words will be determined at a later date.”
She sniffled. “So, you are going to hold off on the snide comments for now?”
“Yes.”
“Thank you. This day is trying enough.” She tried to smile, but it was a weak attempt. Her suit hugged her gently as it had a few times since it had bonded to her skin. If she didn’t know better, the mark of her arrest was trying to comfort her.
He snorted, and she saw a slight smile on his lips. “Your day has only begun. Do you know what a jump is?”
Naka shook her head.
“We are heading for that jump ship, and they will transport us in space from one point to the next. Many folks find it unpleasant, but the effects of the jump soon pass.”
His words were making her nervous. “How long does the jump take?”
“Seconds, but it is enough to disorient you. Wait and see. Each person reacts differently.”
He gave her an encouraging smile, but she wasn’t falling for it. No one would have built up the effects if it weren’t a serious concern.
Naka swallowed back panic as their shuttle coasted toward the large jump ship. The dark hulk was nearly invisible against the nothingness of space. When the ship folded them inside, she gripped the arms of her chair and prayed for a quick resolution to whatever was about to happen.
This was not her day.
 



Chapter Three
The wet compress on her face was followed by a low croon. She squinted at the man who had taken her from her world and folded her stomach into a small package.
“Please tell me we don’t have to do that again.” Naka fought a whimper.
“We are approaching Teklan now. We went through three jumps while you were out. I thought it best to leave you unconscious.”
“Excellent call.” She gave him a weak smile.
He was standing next to her with the compress, but she was still strapped in. Sweat coated her neck, but anywhere the suit touched her was clean and dry. It was the biggest bonus to the restrictor suit. No bodily functions had to be taken care of. The suit did all the cleaning for her. It sealed off her reproductive centre, but that was the entire purpose. They didn’t want physical talents breeding, so sealing their access points managed the population quite handily.
“Thank you for the first aid.” Her words were quiet, and she was unaccountably shy with him towering over her.
“It was my duty to have you arrive alive, as it is my duty to bring you to Piq so that you may use your talent for tectonic shift for the good of the Alliance.”
“Piq?”
“It is an unstable world that has strategic potential. It is your permanent assignment once we leave Teklan.”
She brushed at her hair nervously. “You are stationed there as well?”
“For now. I am engaged in a study of the local botanicals and the possibility for transplanted greenery.”
Finding out that his assignment there was temporary was disappointing. “Oh.”
He stared at her in surprise. “Yes, well. We are on approach. I will be right back, and we will land shortly.”
Leaving Resicor was fuzzy. Her mind had rejected all of the newness and blunted her memory of the moment. Landing on Teklan was done while she was awake, alert and paying close attention to pushing her body back in the chair to avoid smacking into the ground.
Travel was now off her list of things to try before she died. The mass of transport that she had experienced today was enough for a lifetime, and there was still more to come.
Whatever species her companion was, there was another of his kind waiting for them on the tarmac.
“That is Might. He is also a Dhemon.” Her companion offered that information without being asked.
“You are a Dhemon?”
He gave a look that indicated embarrassment. “I apologize. I have not introduced myself. Viiko Carolian, at your service.”
She inclined her head. “Thank you, Mr. Carolian.”
Titles were funny things. He looked as if she had just smacked him. “Please, call me Viiko.”
“Viiko then. Thank you. I was wondering where you were from, but in light of your briefing, I did not know where to start.” She gave him an attempt at a bright smile, but she was still nervous about what was about to happen next.
“We will enter the base, go to medical and meet with Reset. She will do what has to be done, and by the time you are ready to leave, our shuttle will be refuelled and outfitted for the journey.” He nodded and unbuckled her harness.
Her knees wobbled as she got to her feet. With Viiko leading the way, she took a few tentative steps onto the world of Teklan.
The energy patterns of the planet started to pull at her the moment she was free of the shuttle. It was a healthy world, growing, living and stable. A smile crossed her lips at the definite calm that came over her.
Viiko met the other Dhemon, and they clasped forearms and slapped each other on the shoulder in a greeting that she had never seen before.
“Naka Gwyn, this is Might. General and commander of Teklan Base.”
“Pleased to meet you, sir.” She inclined her head formally.
Might frowned in confusion. Based on what she read on his features, he had read the official file as well.
“Might, I was wondering if you could arrange a mind scan for her while she is here. I need to know what I will be sharing space with.”
Might nodded with a jerk, his horns flashing in the afternoon sun. “Past Tense is on base today, I will get her to swing by medical.”
“Thank you. It is one thing to know they arrest talents, another entirely to know that they frame them for dastardly deeds.” Viiko smiled.
With a few more polite words, they departed from Might, and soon, Naka was facing a woman with rippling blue hair.
“Hello, Naka.”
“Hello.”
“My name is Reset. Viiko, you can wait elsewhere. This will not be completely simple.”
Viiko nodded. “I understand, but I will wait. I cannot abandon her after I have delivered her into your custody. Tell me if you need help, and I will do what I can.”
Naka looked from one to the other. “What is about to happen?”
Reset smiled and gently steered her to a medical bed. “The restrictor suit that they put you in is not the standard suit. We have slipped a hybrid Masuo into their supply and when it bonds to you, it mimics a restrictor suit until we tell it otherwise. This decommissioning of the suit is done slowly with mild electricity as well as my talent for returning things to their natural settings.”
“So, it will hurt, but I will be able to change clothing again?”
“The Masuo will be able to mimic anything you want. It can be a bodysuit, trousers or an evening gown. It is your choice. Once you get into the rhythm of it, it will intuit your needs.” Reset was working with scanners and setting the machines. “Are you ready?”
Naka boosted herself onto the medical bed and watched as Reset clipped wires to various points on her suit.
Viiko stood nearby, calmly observing.
Naka felt her power return to full. She knew where every fault line was as well as each pit and cranny on the nearest moon. The pain was a small price to pay to have her power back and the freedom to use it.
The suit rippled and shifted to cover her legs modestly. She heaved a sigh of relief. The short suit didn’t suit her. Full coverage was much more her style.
She was sitting up after another full round of scans when a new woman entered the room.
“Naka, this is Past Tense. She will see your previous actions and determine whether you are unaware of your activity or if there is something else involved.”
Reset was smiling, and her relaxed attitude helped Naka tremendously. If the doctor was calm, this was not going to hurt.
“Hello, Naka. I simply need to touch your hand to determine your past. Relax and clear your mind.” The woman took her hand, and her eyes flicked rapidly.
Naka waited calmly, Reset was curious and Viiko was at attention.
“Nothing. You have never successfully used your talent aside from the jag that got you arrested. The peculiar thing is that you should not have used it that time. Something forced your hand, so to speak. A suggestion was planted to flush you out.”
Naka was amazed. “You can see that?”
“I read your file and looked for the days in your past. Those days are covered with innocuous activities and a quiet life. There was no reason for you to use your talent. You were not threatened, you were not particularly depressed, nor were you furious. Someone pushed you to those actions, and I believe that it was the same person who crafted such a colourful past for you.”
“So, somewhere in the government is a corrupt psychic who falsified my records?”
“That is my guess.”
Naka looked at the other woman and said soberly, “If they did it to me, how many others have been arrested the same way. We also have a high suicide rate for talents in captivity. I am guessing now that those deaths are not unrelated to this incident.”
She ran her hands through the columns of curls on her head. It wasn’t as surprising as it should be that her government was working against the active talents.
Past Tense patted her shoulder. “I am sorry for this knowledge and how it is hurting you, but it does give you a clean record as far as the Alliance is concerned. Reset will register the scans as well as my testimony. From this moment on, you are starting with a clean slate.”
Naka looked around her cautiously, but all expressions said the same thing. She could start new and be herself, not a hidden talent, not a freak, but simply Naka Gwyn.
As she got to her feet, one question rang through her thoughts. It was a question that she had fought to ignore her whole life. Who and what was Naka Gwyn?
 



Chapter Four
Naka was silent on her trip to Piq. The women of the Sector Guard had caught her mood and helped her get a grip on her suit’s functions, including the wired communication devices in the collar. Everyone had been very serious, but it didn’t help Naka one bit.
She still wasn’t sure what she was.
The idea that another talent had warped her mind to force her into exposure of a talent she didn’t know she had was shocking. Naka had felt the aged, worn feeling of Resicor, but it was barely balanced. It was a world that was always tipped just to one side, never quite in harmony with the creatures that had evolved upon it.
Running along the beach was her closest memory to harmony with the planet. The ocean was where her world had felt the most calm. Resicor knew its oceans, controlled them and rejoiced in them. The proof was in the balance and energy that poured from the coastline and disappeared over the watery horizon.
Staring out the front screen, she saw stars and worlds that had their own balances. It was amazing to her that she was being assigned her own world to check on.
After two hours of trying to figure out where to start, she blurted out, “How many moons?”
Viiko jumped visibly. “Pardon?”
“Piq. How many moons does it have?” She fidgeted in the large chair.
“One large, two small and a few orbiting bodies. I will get you the file when we have come out of jump.”
That one word had the effect of terrifying her. Chilled sweat poured out of her. “Another jump?”
“Yes. But this time, you are going to be sedated.” His expression was kind. “I reread your file. Were you really a botanist?”
“I graduated with a botany degree, but I never used it. I applied for several postings but eventually had to head home and simply live my life.” She shrugged. “How am I going to be sedated?”
“You have a choice, gas or hypo.”
“Gas.” She said it without hesitation. Inhaling anaesthetic was easier for her. It cleared out of her system faster.
“Fine. We will be at the ship within the hour. I will get you the mask, it will fire automatically.” He nodded and got to his feet.
She sat and breathed deeply to keep herself calm. This time, the ship that would take them wasn’t dark. It was a bright beacon of metal and light against the swirl of stars on deep blue.
The shuttle they were in was approaching at a moderated glide. The eerie silence of the engines as well as lack of any external noise unsettled Naka.
Viiko returned, handing her the kit. It was a small box that contained a mask, canister and a finger-clip monitor.
She fastened the monitor clip on her middle finger, slipped the mask over her mouth and nose and waited.
Viiko gave her the occasional worried look, but they docked with the huge glittering ship without any further issue.
“They will sound an alarm before the jump engines trigger, and the unit will gas you when it senses the sound.”
She nodded and sat with her hands tightly on the arms of the chair. Tension rippled through her, culminating with panic as lights and sound indicated the jump was imminent. She inhaled violently, and in three breaths, everything went a soft and gentle grey.
Hands were touching her face, and as a stranger pulled open her lid, she yelped and slapped out.
“Oh, thank the stars, Ms. Gwyn. You would not wake and Assessment Specialist Carolian was worried. I am Medic Laroik of the warship Neran Thak.”
Naka croaked, “Pleased to meet you.”
They were in the shuttle, but she was lying on a bunk instead of in the navigator seat.
“You took in too much gas, and your heart stopped. By the time I got here, it had started again, but I am still wondering how.”
Naka blinked at the other woman and her strange lavender skin. “It is just what happens when I pass out. It should be in my medical records. It can stop for up to twenty minutes, like it did when I was in an accident as a teen. I went under the water, but when they managed to lift me out, I started breathing again like nothing had happened.”
The medic looked over her shoulder at Viiko. He frowned and shook his head.
Naka sighed, “Apparently, it was another surprise that the Resicor did not want to share with the Alliance. Wonderful. If I didn’t think you knew, I would have warned you, but you have been telling me what is in my file this whole time, so I thought you had seen it.”
Viiko scowled, “You should have mentioned it regardless.”
“It isn’t something that one works into conversations like the ones we have had. It was a little out of bounds, and I was so panicked at the thought of the jump, a reminder slipped my mind.”
He was going to speak but then he asked, “Did it happen the first time?”
“No. I was awake for that. I am guessing that my heart only stops when my life is in danger. It hasn’t happened that often.” She sat up, and her suit sealed itself. Naka guessed that the medic had opened her suit to try to find the source of the difficulty.
“Your breathing was too fast. You poisoned yourself.” The medic nodded as she checked the recordings from the finger clip and the small monitor device.
“I didn’t intend to. What are the ramifications of this event?” She tried to put on her most adult mannerisms, but her embarrassment from being exposed while unconscious was very much with her.
Medic Laroik shrugged, “Nothing. If this is not something new, then it is part of your biology, and we do not mess with natural biology.”
Viiko smiled, “We are good to land then?”
“Medically, she is now cleared. I will file the authorization, and you can be on your way. Happy journey and enjoy yourself.” Medic Laroik picked up her kit and nodded to them both before taking in a deep breath and entering the small airlock of the shuttle.
The exterior door opened, and the medic disappeared.
Curious, Naka got to her feet and ran to the lock, watching the exterior door close and the small figure of the medic disappear into a doorway far below.
“Did she just jet out of here?”
“Her kind can hold their breath for hours as well as maintain their body heat. They are recommended for treating folks when pressurizing the area or putting on an EVA suit would take too long.” Viiko was behind her, hovering with concern. “Are you sure you are all right?”
“A little shaken but less disoriented than from the first jump. I will be fine when I get some ground under me. This flying in space feels weird.”
“As you will. Please strap in, we will get clearance and resume our journey.”
Not wanting to delay getting to a solid surface, she connected her harness and waited patiently while he called the traffic controller on the ship and got clearance for release.
Viiko rapidly clicked his own harness, and seconds after the all clear, they were literally dropped from the ship, their release carrying them through the minimal artificial gravity and through the doorway beneath them. They dropped, she gasped, but the moment they were out of the warship, he turned them toward their destination and her breathing evened out.
Home. She was looking at her home even though he hadn’t said a word. That world was calling to her, and she wanted desperately to answer.
 



Chapter Five
She sent her senses to the surface as they approached. There was definite imbalance in action on Piq, but it had nothing to do with the planet. Her senses turned to the orbital body and the power it was putting out. The large moon was only slightly smaller than the planet itself, but it was sending off twice the energy.
“That is Piq, what do you think?”
She didn’t look at him but kept her eyes on the approaching world. “I believe that I have my work cut out for me.”
Naka saw him give her a look out of the corner of his eye, but she kept her attention fixed, looking without seeing and sensing with her mind instead of her body.
Her mind analyzed the ripples of disorientation in the layers of the atmosphere.
“What do you think?”
She looked at his curious face, his horns tilted with his head and his dark eyes serious. “I think that it is time to walk on Piq and ask it what it needs.”
“Good answer. Our base is on the other side of this river. The landing is tight, so keep your harness on.”
“I wasn’t even reaching for it.” Naka felt stronger just getting close to a planet again. She had kept herself apart from Teklan. It was not to be hers, after all. Piq was a different matter entirely. She could and would make it her home as quickly as she was able.
He wasn’t kidding about the sudden stop. One moment they were skimming over dark blue water, the next the shuttle was almost standing on its nose as they came to a sudden stop.
The harness bit into her shoulders and hips while the shuttle rocked to a stop. She gasped in pain but quickly silenced herself as he settled them on the landing pad.
“Can I release myself now?” She smiled.
“Yes. I will power the systems down and put them on standby.” He worked at the console, and she didn’t need to be told twice.
The clicks of the belts were the sounds of freedom. She got to her feet, stretched and made a beeline for the exit.
Watching Viiko at Teklan had given her the sequence of movements to get the door to open for her.
As she stepped into the lock, she waited until the atmosphere cycled and the light turned green before tapping the release to the outer door.
Her breath left her in a rush. Once, on Resicor, she had stood outside during a lightning storm and a strike had danced across the ocean just beyond her. The first few steps on Piq sent the same power surge through her, and she loved it.
The base was larger than she thought it would be, but it wasn’t what she was interested in. She wanted to know more about this world and how its energies flowed, and when she looked into the sky, Naka gauged whether or not her mind would reach.
The base was situated in a valley, but there was a rocky pillar jutting from the ground next to the entry doors. With a fixed destination in mind, Naka walked to the pillar and started to climb.
* * * *
Viiko grabbed the kit bags and rations, stepping out into the light of Piq. At first, he couldn’t see his companion, but to his astonishment, she was running for the outcropping and climbing like a small forest creature.
Naka was a surprise. Her file said she was a self-centred monster, but the reality was that she was simply a woman with no purpose.
As she balanced precariously on the tower of stone, she exhibited a grace that he had never imagined. Her head was tilted toward the nearest moon, her flame-red hair rippling in tight curls down her back.
The new design of the suit was far more modest than the original, and he had to admit that while he missed the exposure, the new covering was far more suited to his sensibilities.
For generations, Dhemons learned to control themselves with social strictures, manners and etiquette. Their past was bloody, but their present was one of self-control and well thought-out actions.
As Viiko watched her look to the moon, her eyes closed and her lips flushed and moved slightly. He could finally understand his ancestors and their obsession with taking any woman who stirred them. He was fighting those same reactions right then.
Shaking his head, he stomped back toward his home, the base that held all the botanical samples from Piq as well as the test samples from dozens of other worlds.
First, he needed to determine if they could grow on Piq, and then, he would see if they would contaminate the environment. It was research that would take years. Years with Naka at his side.
Viiko wiped the smile off his face and started tucking away the food. It was not a good thing that his first thought was a lengthy seduction and his second thought was a short one.
* * * *
There was a mind in the moon. Naka swayed when she first felt it and tried to pull back, but it gripped her and held her tight.
Don’t be afraid. I have been waiting for someone who could bring me home.
What?
I am Piquaro, the mind of the planet you stand on.
Uh, I hate to tell you this, but you are in the moon.
I am aware. I have been trying to get back to myself for a thousand years.
How did you get up there?
I was pulled from my home by one like you, a planet carrier.
That was news to her. I am a what now?
A planet carrier. You can take the mind of a sentient world into you and carry it to a new location. I have only heard of three in the last ten thousand years. You are the third.
Naka could feel her body swaying. I need to get back to myself. I think I am going to fall.
Speak to me as soon as you are able. I want to go home.
Naka snapped back into her own mind and immediately crouched, climbing down with shaking limbs. At the base, she leaned her back against it and braced her hands on her thighs while breathing in deeply.
The shock overwhelmed her, and she wretched but nothing came up. Naka felt like smacking herself. Of course she was weak. She hadn’t eaten in over a day.
With her legs trembling and her stomach spinning, she made her way to the entry of the base where she assumed Viiko was. First, she needed food, and then, they needed to talk.
 



Chapter Six
He helped her to a chair and fetched her a ration pack that was marked with the icon of Resicor.
“This has been approved for your people. I will get you some water.”
Naka’s hands shook as she tried to open the packet. She dropped it three times before she managed to tear the wrap open. It was a cake with flecks in it.
He brought some glasses and a carafe of water that had condensation forming on the glass. With formality, he poured her a glass and placed it in front of her.
She sipped slowly at the water before she ate any of the ration bar. Putting that much dry food in her stomach wouldn’t be a good idea if there were no water to hydrate it.
After sipping and nibbling her way through a third of the bar, she sighed and pushed it aside.
“You don’t like it?” Viiko was concerned.
“I don’t have room for it. I wasn’t eating much at the dome, and I haven’t eaten since.”
He winced. “Of course. I apologize. I have been an inattentive host.”
“Please don’t feel bad. I could have expressed hunger if I realized I was hungry. There was too much happening for it to make itself known.”
He nodded. “When you are finished, I will show you to your room. I have placed you near the greenhouse so that you can enjoy the light coming through the glass.”
She perked up, “Greenhouse?”
“Of course. It is why I am here. Perhaps I should tell you what the plan is for Piq.”
She sat back and sipped at her water. “That might be a good idea.”
“We are in the middle of one of the most populated transport lanes in the Alliance. Ships pass us on a weekly basis and many are looking for supplies and fresh water. The Citadel accepted the commission to stabilize Piq for a small spaceport and trade center.”
Realizing what he was saying, she raised her hand to stop him. “I believe I need to tell you what I just learned so that you can talk to someone and re-evaluate the plan.”
“I am listening.”
As he turned his head, she noted the clash of the metal bands on his hair. It was a peculiar music, but she liked it.
“Piq is sentient.”
His eyes widened in surprise before he shook his head. “We have had explorers and seekers all over this planet. There is no mind within.”
She shook her head. “It isn’t within. I am guessing that they never looked up.”
“What?”
“The mind of the world is lodged in the moon. The big moon is tearing at the planet in an effort to get its mind home. It has been for a thousand years.”
He leaned back in his chair and frowned. “You are serious.”
“I am. Apparently, it recognizes me as a planet mover and wants me to help it get home. Before I even try and return to contact it, could you do some research into this planet-mover thing? I have never heard of such a thing. I am barely aware that there are planets who think and speak through their Avatars, but the Resicor could not keep all transmissions out.”
He nodded. “Planet movers?”
She thought back. “Carriers. He said planet carrier.”
“Very well. I will put it to the Citadel. They have been keeping records of talents since the guild began. If they have a record of planet carriers, I will inform them of the issue.”
“Piquaro said he had only known of three planet carriers, and the second one stranded him on the moon, and the last was me.” She shrugged, bit a small piece of the ration bar off and washed it down with water.
“Do you mind if I make the call now? It may take them some time to search the records.”
“Please. I want all the information I can get before I contact the moon again. It barely let me go the last time.”
Viiko reached out to touch her shoulder, and she jerked her head up at the contact.
“Naka, do not do anything to put yourself in harm’s way, at least until I get back and can watch over you.”
She nodded, confused by the warmth spilling through her at the light touch. He left her and walked away, presumably to make the call.
Sitting in silence and picking away at the ration bar, she still felt a strange rightness as if this was where she was meant to be.
Viiko could have been gone for minutes or hours, but she had made it through the rations as well as the water carafe before he returned.
He met her curious gaze with a serious one. “There is one planet carrier on record. She helped dying planets move from one stellar body to the next when they did not want to give up their lives. If you are one of them, the Citadel would like to change your contract for travel.”
She shuddered. “No more jumps. I just want to stay in one place and grow old and die.”
He blinked. “No plans for a family?”
She frowned, “Of course not. No physical talent of Resicor is allowed to have children. I suppose a companion would not be out of the question, but who am I going to meet out here?”
He seemed stunned for a moment before he gave her a rueful grin. “Who indeed?”
Naka sighed and smiled. “May I have a tour?”
“Of course.”
He held out his hand, and she slipped hers into his.
There was a communications room with no door, so she could have eavesdropped on the conversation if she had been so inclined. Her bedroom was across the hall from his and immediately next to the huge archway that housed the doors to the greenhouse.
The moment that they opened the doors, the smell of earth, plants and life came to her in a rush.
“Oh my. This is wonderful. I must confess that while my degree is in botany, I tended to stick to simple herbs in my studies. These plants are amazing.” She caressed the leaves and released his hand to explore further.
The flowers were delicate, but she recognized the marks of a seed-bearing species. As Naka looked around, she saw what appeared to be an acre or more of planting beds, lights and monitors.
“This is quite the operation.”
He inclined his head, “Thank you. My talent has few uses on established worlds, but here, it can be of use.”
“May I ask what it is?”
“What my talent is?”
“Yes.”
“I am a biological assessment specialist. My talent is to see the usefulness in every plant or animal species I come across.”
She turned her head and looked at him closely. He seemed embarrassed. “Can you use it on sentients?”
“Yes, but I don’t. It disturbs people.” His expression spoke from experience.
“Your people are not too fond of talents, are they?”
He sighed and wandered to a flower just starting to open, tracing the petals with his fingers. “The Dhemons have bred the psychic talents out of their bloodlines, but occasionally, the dormant genes still come up. That was the case with me, but my talent is easy enough to disguise normally. Unfortunately, one slip is all that it takes.”
Acting on impulse, Naka went to him and gave him a hug. “I know exactly what you mean.”
His arms came around her and held her tight, and for the first time since she was a child, she felt someone was holding her because they wanted to, not because it was an obligation. It was so heady a feeling, she didn’t want it to end.
Viiko’s body stiffened, and a low growl came from his throat. With rigid arms, he held her away from him. “This is not a wise idea.”
She felt hurt and was sure that it showed in her features.
He sighed. “You are just displaced from your home. If we begin something, I do not want it to be because you are desperate for an anchor.”
Naka bit her lip and blushed when his eyes darkened. “I was simply offering a hug and accepting one. I am sorry that you misconstrued it.”
Viiko groaned and reached out for her. “It is my fault. I was too accepting of your touch. Dhemons have etiquette for contact. It is to keep our passions restrained.”
Stunned, she blurted out, “Passion for me?”
His surprise was just as visible. “Why not?”
To her dismay and confusion, she had no reply.
 



Chapter Seven
Naka spent the night in her room and had to admit that Viiko Carolian was a striking figure of a man. Even with the horns, his facial features were easy to look at—strong planes and angles that showed every expression with clear detail. His body was just as well defined based on the hug. The robes flowed loosely around him, but the hard frame under the fabric had started her pulse in strange and new places.
Lying in her bed, she fiddled with her wet hair and smiled at the memory of the first shower she had had since they locked her into the suit. Having her biology start working again was slightly startling, but it was like walking, once you knew how, you didn’t forget.
She was whole once again. The Masuo suit turned into a flat anklet when she wanted to be naked, and right now, that was all the time. Being covered and sealed up had a peculiarly depressing effect on her system, she was free now, and she wanted to feel everything on her skin.
Naka rolled to one side and curled up when she realized that the thing she wanted most against her skin was sleeping across the hall. She was going to have to look into finding another place to stay if this urge continued and his self-control remained rigid. She had never had a physical relationship with anyone, but being alone on an uninhabited world was becoming a temptation, and she had only been on Piq one day. It wasn’t like her to want to follow her urges, but she was a new woman now, learning what it was that she wanted out of life. Unfortunately, part of her wanted the grumpy Dhemon across the hall.
Yawning, Naka took one of the Resicor ration bars and a bottle of water out to the river and listened to the energy of Piq. It had calmed dramatically since her arrival the day before. The connection to the moon was still strong but no longer destructive.
Piq was no longer being torn apart while its mind fought to return.
She sat on the bank of the river and ate her breakfast. Viiko was already at work in the greenhouse, so she had decided not to bother him.
When the ration bar was gone, she took a deep breath and called the moon.
Thank you for returning. I was not sure that you would.
She smiled slightly. You did have a firm grip. It was a little frightening.
I apologize. Yours is the first mind that had the sense to turn to the sky.
It seemed the logical thing when the power was streaming from the moon. How does it work, my being your carrier, I mean?
Has your companion found records?
The Citadel has records. I was not privy to the details.
From what I imagine, you come to me, and I upload my consciousness to your body. We then return to the surface, and I exit your body. The ground will shudder at my return, but I will soon be integrated back into the surface of my skin.
Will it be that simple?
I believe so.
How did you get transported to the moon?
With my location in a prime transport path, a group of thieves and talents wanted to use me as a base. I refused, and they took my mind by force, ripping me from the world. I fought the body that was holding me and destroyed it as they passed Kevna.
The moon?
Correct. Their ship crashed here, and I moved the body to touch the surface, implanting myself just out of reach of my world.
It must have been frustrating.
It has been. It has been even worse as I see more and more traffic passing through this star system and none of them have heard my cries for help.
I am here now. You have been heard.
When will you come to get me?
She paused. I am not sure. It will depend on my companion.
Why can’t you come on your own?
Naka smiled, I can’t fly.
I see. Well, that does make sense.
I am glad that you understand. I will return to my companion and explain the situation.
He is standing next to you.
You can see me?
Of course I can see you. Don’t be silly.
The idea of a planet that was exasperated with her was oddly amusing, and she was giggling as she came out of her communication. Viiko was indeed standing over her.
“What were you just doing?”
She stretched out muscles that were stiff from the cool air next to the river. “I was talking with Piquaro. He would like a retrieval as soon as possible. Apparently, he has waited long enough.”
Viiko reached down and took her hands, helping her to her feet. “Did he explain the process?”
“Sort of. He was hijacked to get him up there, and he killed his carrier to keep them from taking him beyond the star system. The death of his carrier crashed the ship on the moon, and he was able to escape from there.” She reluctantly released his hands and brushed the grass off her suit.
“How does it work?”
She sighed and turned to walk back toward their small base. He was at her side, matching her step for step. “First, I need to get to the moon. Physical contact with the surface needs to be created for him to transfer his consciousness. After that, you fly us back to the surface, and I will release him back into his body, so to speak.”
They walked side by side to the kitchen where Viiko brewed them a pot of tea. He gave her a bright smile. “It is a new blend that I have created. Based on the information that has been provided by the other Resicor, you should be able to tolerate this.”
The precision with which he handled the utensils and the teacups spoke of long experience.
“Tea is a big thing on Dhema?”
He grinned, “You could say that. It is one of our more public vices.”
“What are some of the private ones?” She realized what she had said the moment that it passed her lips. Her blush could have boiled water.
“Everything in time, Naka.” He poured the tea into cups, presenting her with one as he winked.
She inhaled the brew and smiled. “It smells lovely.”
“I have been working on a tea bush that will take to the Piq soil without spreading like wildfire. This particular shrub seems to enjoy being a singular entity.” He looked into the cup and swirled the tea.
She sipped and raised her eyebrows at the flavour. “It is very nice. Not bitter, a nice floral note with a citrus wash. A clean tea.”
“You know about tea?”
“Tea was in my area of study. I enjoyed flavouring agents for food and concentrated on them. Others could grow the tubers. I wanted to learn how to make them taste good. Did you know that on Resicor there is a seedpod that has a particular slime in it that forms a citrusy salt substitute when dried? Damn that stuff was good.” She grinned at the memory.
“It seems we have something in common. I am a huge fan of the herbs used in cooking. Each member of my family had gardens that I was able to manipulate when I visited.” He sipped at his tea, leaned back and smiled. “That is better. One less thing to import on the ration drops.”
She looked at the teacup, her brows knitting in a frown. “Does it grow fast enough to keep us supplied?”
Naka looked up just in time to see him flash a pleased smile.
“Not yet, but a little splicing of branches and I will be able to have these leaves growing on a standard Piq tea bush.”
She nodded. “What does Piq tea taste like?”
His grimace was answer enough.
“When do you think we can go to get Piquaro?”
“Let me do some more research on this. The Citadel was going to forward me all records last night. I will check to see if the files are here in a moment.”
Naka smiled, a shimmying eagerness started in her belly. Whatever happened next, she was choosing it.
Naka Gwyn was going to rescue the misplaced mind of a planet.
 



Chapter Eight
The files were a little disturbing, but they didn’t change Naka’s mind.
“I still want to do this.” She crossed her arms and was an inch away from stamping her foot.
Viiko was scowling. “This is dangerous. The first carrier only managed three planets before she died, and there is only rumour of the second one. It is likely that Piquaro was his first attempt.”
“He needs help, and this planet will be useless without him in it. It will not stabilize, it will not remain habitable, it will deteriorate and remain volatile.” She leaned forward and tried to press her point. “I have touched his mind. He is not going to take no for an answer without punishing those who dared to refuse him. He might even take matters into his own power and collide the two bodies.”
Viiko paused while he viewed the files and looked up at her looming over the kitchen table. He had retrieved the files, loaded them onto a data pad and re-joined her at the dining table. They had read it all, and she remained true to her original choice.
He asked, “Would he really?”
“If I don’t help, and I am the only one capable of doing so, he will have no reason to believe that help is ever coming. He is already desperate, that will enrage him.”
Viiko gave her a look that said he was unconvinced.
“All my life I didn’t know what I was, I simply knew I didn’t fit. Then, I was the butt of a government conspiracy designed to wrap me up and hide me forever, cutting out all chance of happiness. Existence is all that my life has ever been. This time, I am choosing. I am choosing to help Piquaro, and I need you to help me carry out my choice. Please. Help me.”
He got to his feet and inclined his head. “Of course. Are you prepared for what will happen?”
“Not in the least, but let’s go before I change my mind and decide that I want to turn farmer on a rapidly degrading world.”
He smiled and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “I will help in any way I can. To the shuttle.”
His touch was relaxing, she smiled and breathed more easily when he walked her to the shuttle and waited for her to lock herself into place.
“I will eventually have to give you lessons on how to fly this shuttle.”
She giggled. “I know. Piquaro was upset that I simply could not act on my own and come to get him.”
“How did he react when you told him?”
“He asked me to ask you and he would wait for my answer. I am guessing that he will see us coming.”
“Good. There is an EVA suit waiting in the cupboard to the right of the door.”
She nodded, but she knew what was going to happen when they arrived and she really hoped he understood.
Naka was going to depend on the Masuo to protect her. There had to be a reason for the mask, and she was really hoping that this was it.
As if her thoughts conjured it, a mask appeared over her mouth and nose, thick lenses protected her eyes and the suit extended to cover her hair, neck, hands and form boots.
Viiko whistled softly. “I see. Well, hold on. We are on our way.”
She sat quietly. The suit opened her mask to save whatever it had to for her EVA. It had been demonstrating its usefulness, that much was certain.
Her palms were dry, and she felt eerily calm as they climbed closer and closer to the moon. Her heartbeat slowed until she could barely feel it, but it felt right.
“There is a crashed shuttle.” He sounded surprised.
“That is what he said. He caused the shuttle crash and dragged his carrier out to the moon.”
Viiko inclined his head and set their shuttle down neatly. “Are you ready? I can’t leave the shuttle. The EVA suit was not designed with my horns in mind.”
She nodded nervously. “If we ever get to the point where we discuss safety measures, may I say that being in a small ship that you can’t escape from might not be the brightest of moves.”
“I will take that under advisement.” He settled the controls and turned to her. “Are you ready?”
She nodded. She could feel Piquaro building beneath her feet. “He knows we are here. He is ready.”
She unclasped the harness and got to her feet. He grabbed her by her shoulders. “But are you ready?”
Naka bared her teeth in a grin. “I am choosing this. That is as ready as I can be.”
The moment her lips closed over her teeth, he pressed his lips to hers in a kiss.
The sweetness of the contact washed over her, through her and warmed her from her soul outward. When he lifted his head, she opened her eyes and blinked at him.
Satisfaction and interest were stamped into his expression. “Until we are back on Piq.”
She pressed her fingers to her lips. “It was a good first kiss. Better than I had imagined it would be.” Ducking her head, she turned to the exit to avoid his stunned expression.
Her suit covered her completely again, and she was ready. Her hand shook as she keyed the code for the opening, she stepped through and it sealed behind her. The cycle of depressurization was enough to give her cold feet, but she locked herself in place and waited for the moment that was scaring her to the depths of her soul.
When the outer door opened and she stepped out onto the moon’s surface, power swirled around her, seeking its way in.
He needed skin, so against her instincts, she retracted the Masuo on her hands and feet. With her body exposed to the minimal atmosphere, Piquaro started to come inside.
He needed more space. She could feel it. Her mind and his could not occupy the same space at the same time.
Memories of a thousand years of loneliness spurred her next action. She retracted the mask from her face and breathed deeply of the minimal atmosphere.
Light sparked behind her eyes, and she felt the sudden surge of Piquaro in her mind. It had worked. He was tucked in, and all would be well. Viiko would take him home.
 



Chapter Nine
Viiko watched with nervousness as her hands exposed themselves, he was queasy when he saw her feet, but the moment that she turned her head slightly and he saw she wasn’t wearing her mask, he panicked.
He watched Naka’s small body stiffen as power ran into her. She should have collapsed when she ran out of breathable air, but she was standing tall.
Her body turned to him, and there was an orange glow where the bright blue of her eyes should have been. Piquaro was in control, and he was slowly, carefully, moving Naka’s body back to the shuttle.
The planet’s consciousness was inside her. Viiko could see it. It walked into the airlock and waited for the cycle. When Naka’s body walked inside, Viiko had no choice, he bowed to the planet that he had been walking on.
“Thank you, Dhemon, but I think getting me back where I belong so that Naka will resume her heartbeat would be a good idea.”
Viiko sighed as he helped Piquaro steer Naka’s body to the navigator station. “She has no heartbeat?”
“She needed to make her body as blank as possible. It was said that the first planet carrier could do the same. Her mind is blank, her heart isn’t beating, and her brain is asleep. The faster we get down to my planet, the better.”
Viiko didn’t need to be told twice. He locked the harness around her body and got behind the controls. “How did you kill your kidnapper?”
“I irradiated the cabin and killed the pilot before ripping open the ship and simply walking the carrier out onto the moonscape. He was already dead by that point.”
Viiko concentrated on getting them down as quickly and safely as possible. If Naka could hold on, he would make sure that she didn’t need to leave Piq. Somehow. She needed a world to call her own, and if that was truly her first kiss, he wanted it to be with him.
He could feel the power pouring off Naka’s body. It was an electric charge that was building as Piquaro neared his home. If there was any doubt as to his true affinity, this cleared it up.
He skimmed along the river once again, pulling up sharply to decelerate. The moment that the shuttle touched down, he flicked it into standby and helped Piquaro release the harness.
He helped Naka’s body up and to the door, keying in the override to open both doors at the same time.
The air of Piq came rushing in, and the steps of the planet’s consciousness grew more rapid as Piquaro stepped onto his surface.
Naka stood with her arms and legs spread, power streaming from her. The bodysuit shrank to a small anklet, leaving her body completely bare with power pouring out of every inch of her.
Viiko couldn’t look away. Small scars dotted her otherwise flawless skin. The curves and angles of her body were even more graceful than when they were encased in fabric.
He watched over her as Piquaro left her, and when her body collapsed, he was at her side, lifting her and carrying her to her room.
She was pale blue, her eyes open. He placed her on her bed and covered her with her blanket. He shook her. “Naka, wake up.”
She didn’t respond, so he leaned forward and pressed a soft kiss on her lips. “Come back to me.”
She inhaled sharply, sucking the air from his lungs. The blue tinge of her skin faded rapidly as he leaned back, and her breathing became normal again.
Naka looked up at him with her blue eyes back in control. “Did it work?”
He chuckled with relief. “I believe it did, but you are the expert. You tell me.”
She stretched under the covering and blinked. “I am naked.”
“Piquaro needed a maximum amount of surface area to escape. Your suit retracted to assist.” He smiled at the blush that came to her cheeks. Her blood was pumping, her lungs working and she was going to be fine.
* * * *
Her body was cool, but with the blanket over her, she warmed rapidly. Viiko’s gaze was helping to build her body temperature at an astonishing rate.
“I am hardly an expert. This was my first time doing anything other than taking the pulse of a planet for lack of a better term.” Under the blanket, she spurred the Masuo into covering her, and when the suit had returned to full size, she sat up and folded the blanket back.
“Can you feel Piquaro in the planet?”
The words were no sooner out of his mouth than the ground underneath them shivered. It wasn’t a large motion, but it was definitely proof that something was going on.
She grinned, “Did you feel that? That was Piquaro renewing his bond with the soil and rock.”
“Are you still communicating with him?”
She shook her head. “He has left me completely.”
Viiko fidgeted and looked as if he had more questions but didn’t know how to ask them.
“Once I have had some more food, I will run a diagnostic on the energy levels of Piq. From that point, I will try to make contact again if you like.”
He smiled and nodded. “Please.”
He helped her to her feet and kept an arm around her waist while they walked to the dining table.
Viiko prepared some tea and got Naka a ration bar. She slowly worked through the ration, drinking water and waiting for the tea. “Well, I hope Piquaro is happy.”
Viiko brought the tea tray over. “Why?”
“Because I am not moving him anywhere anytime soon.” She snickered.
She watched her companion bring out a tray of food and watched wistfully as he ate something that was a lot more tempting than the prefab bar she was gnawing on.
“Why am I on ration bars and you get stuff that actually looks like food?”
He laughed. “Because Dhemons have been out in the Alliance for generation and the Resicor just entered the intergalactic arena. The Alliance is scrambling to learn about your species, and every time they get a bit of solid information, a weakness of your species surfaces.”
“Weakness?”
“You have delicate digestions. You have special dietary requirements that have to be planned for. Your people do not travel well in space, but you thrive on any world you land on. That is a strength.”
She inclined her head in acknowledgement of the compliment and bit another chunk off her ration bar.
They sat in companionable silence as they drank their tea, and finally, Viiko asked something that had obviously been bothering him. “Did you know that you were going to have to walk onto the moon without protection?”
She contemplated how to answer him and opted for most of the truth. “Yes. Piquaro mentioned that it had to be direct contact to transfer his consciousness. I thought it might be necessary, but then, I also know one talent that I have that the original thief probably did not.”
“What was that?”
She grinned, “My dear, Viiko, I can go untested amounts of time while not breathing. Piquaro was given full possession of my body. I did not fight him in any way. With my mind silent and my body quiet, he simply rode along until he was home.”
Understanding came into his eyes. “The thief must have fought him.”
“Fought and lost.”
She rested with her elbows on the table and her teacup between her palms. “I am exhausted.”
“Technically, you have died twice in the last few days. No wonder you are tired.” He shook his head.
A bright giggle started low in her belly and spilled out into the room. She howled with laughter until tears made it down her cheeks.
Viiko got to his feet and removed her teacup from her hands, placing it firmly on the table.
Without another word, he lifted her to her feet and covered her laughing mouth with his. Her laughter changed direction, and she curled her arms around his neck, holding herself against him as her blood rose and heart pounded.
If she had gotten this kind of greeting the other times, she might have made an effort to stop breathing more often.
 



Chapter Ten
The ground quaked beneath their feet, and for a moment, Naka wasn’t sure if it was just her or the actual ground of Piq that had a sudden shift. When Viiko raised his head and asked, “What was that?” she had her answer.
Sighing at the end of something that she had been looking forward to most of her life, she cast her mind toward Piquaro.
Piquaro, was that you?
Indeed. I have done a little more damage to the planet than I thought. I was attempting to gain attention, but it was too good a job. There will be micro tremors throughout the day. I apologize for any difficulty it causes.
Can you keep me apprised of any large shifts? Viiko is getting nervous.
That should have reset the majority of the continents, but I would suggest that you get to higher ground. There is about to be a flood in the river outside your domicile.
“Viiko, grab your essentials and follow me. There is about to be a flood in the river.” She looked at him and watched the knowledge make it through his surprise.
He didn’t waste time asking questions or arguing. He immediately sealed the greenhouse, set a deflector field and grabbed a bag.
Not knowing what the situation would bring, Naka grabbed a dozen ration bars and dumped them into his bag.
He nodded and fired in another dozen. “Just to be safe.”
They headed for the shuttle. Naka noted that the water was already ten meters closer than it should have been. Piquaro wasn’t kidding, the flood was on the way.
They climbed into the shuttle, locked down the objects and bags and got underway. The shuttle lifted and Viiko turned them to watch the surge of water approaching their small base.
He struck a number of keys on the control panel, causing an energy field to radiate and spark around the base.
“What is that?”
“A protection field. It will last for about a month if needed. The field covers the building ten feet under the ground to twenty feet over. Hopefully that will be enough.”
He took them higher up, and the view of the reshaping continent was amazing. Water flooded low-lying plains, lava bubbled and coursed down mountainsides creating new land as other bits disappeared.
“Did Piquaro mention where a safe place to be is?” His words were casual.
“No, but I should be able to find something.” Naka concentrated and read the energy signatures of Piq.
The areas under construction were hot. The calm areas that were safe became clear as she looked through her mind and not her eyes. “Look for a plateau on your left. There is a cavern under it that is large enough to shelter the shuttle. If you can park this thing next to the base, that huge cavern should be no problem.”
He followed her directions as they moved across the shivering ground. Trees quivered and a visible wave rippled through the grass.
The plateau was five kilometres north of their base, but when she spotted it, she didn’t need to say a word.
“Is that it?”
“Yup. Nice, stable. It is lodged firmly in the crust and high enough to be out of the way from the flooding.” Naka watched through her inner eye as the grid lines that marked every world she had ever heard of started to shift. It wasn’t going to cause any structural difficulties, but the lines were converging on the very cavern that Piquaro had directed them to.
There was something peculiar about those lines moving, something significant, but when she tried to grip the haze of memory that was trying to speak to her, it slipped away.
It probably wasn’t important.
The interior of the cave was surprisingly light. Crystals reflected the daylight, and the shuttle only took up a tenth of the open space.
“Naka, what did Piquaro say about this place?” Viiko frowned as he looked around.
Naka knew what he meant. The cavern had the appearance of a domicile that had just been abandoned. Benches were carved in the wall and rose from the floor. Halls honeycombed out into the darker reaches, and the first three explored showed smaller caves that could quite easily double as personal quarters.
“Piquaro directed me here and cut communication. I have tried to contact him, but he isn’t responding.” She felt something peculiar. It felt like a building of static.
“What do you think he is doing?”
“Aside from remaking his surface? I think he is up to something.” She rubbed her arms and shivered. The energy was pouring in, but it was avoiding her. That in itself was unusual. Normally, power streamed toward and through her.
“Did he mention making you his Avatar?” Viiko touched her arms and ran his hands down them, warming her.
Giving in to instinct, she leaned back against him and relaxed. When she smiled and looked up into his eyes, their normal colour had been replaced by vivid orange.
“What is going on, Viiko?”
“Viiko is not speaking at the moment, Naka. It is good to speak to you face to face.”
She pulled away from him, but his hands tightened on her arms. “Piquaro? Why are you in Viiko? I thought I was the only one who could transport you.”
He caressed her arms again but didn’t loosen his grip. “I have chosen him as my Avatar. I have not had one before, but I believe that we will suit each other very well. As to why he can host me, if I send my mind into you, you can contain all of me, leaving nothing in the soil of my world. Taking him as my Avatar, I can speak to you while keeping the bulk of my mind crafting my world into an ideal place for you.”
She used all her strength to jerk herself free and backed away. “Did you ask him?” Tears started to fall, and she shrieked, “Did you ask him!”
He jerked backward at the vehemence of her tone.
She felt power all her own pouring into her. The source was a mystery, but the effect wasn’t. Naka advanced on Viiko’s body and pushed Piquaro out of control.
“Viiko? Are you all right?”
The orange faded from his eyes, and his hand cupped her jawline. “I am fine, Naka. He did ask me. He requested it when we were flying here, and the process began the moment we landed. I am sorry I did not tell you, but answer me this…why are your eyes glowing?”
She blinked and backed up. “They are glowing?”
Naka looked up, and the crystals were showing a dark sky with the moon glowing brightly. “I am going to release Piquaro. I need him to answer me.”
Viiko nodded and the orange flared in his gaze again. “Where did you get that power?”
“Were you alone in the moon?”
He jerked as if stung. “What?”
“Were you alone in the moon? Is the moon sentient?”
His face looked sheepish. “Kevna was beginning the throes of life when I was imbued in its surface, why?”
“When I forged the link with you, I took part of Kevna with me.” She shivered and stared at her hands. Her skin was glowing, and her body was no longer standing on the ground.
He frowned, “Viiko said that you said you were clear of any traces.”
She looked down at him as she rose into the air. “I was looking for traces of you, not a pre-verbal moon.”
The moon was calling her. It wanted to speak directly, and there was only one way to do it. Her hands filled with power and pointed toward the ceiling of the cavern, blowing a hole in the stone that was just wide enough to let her through.
Her body was beyond her control, and the moonlight pulled her straight toward the object of power that was yanking her strings.
She had called the moon, now it was returning her call.
 



Chapter Eleven
Naka thanked the Sector Guard for the suit as it sealed her in a protective layer. She flew faster and faster through the atmosphere, punching through the sound barrier with a shocking suddenness.
She was moving faster than the shuttle had, blurring through space to land on the surface of the moon, Kevna.
Hello?
A bright, happy tumble ran through her mind.
Are you Kevna?
The consciousness thought about it for a while before it replied, Yes. Kevna. Piquaro is gone. Kevna is left.
I am pleased to meet you, Kevna.
You are mine. I have called you, and you are mine.
I cannot stay here, Kevna. I cannot survive here. She tried to be calm, but she was getting the feeling that Kevna wanted her to stay and that wasn’t in her plans for her future.
Piquaro got him. I get you. Is fair.
It is fair, but I can still be yours and live on the planet. I can be your voice as Viiko speaks for Piquaro. Will that do?
I need to think…yes, it will do. I want peoples. I want many peoples on me. I don’t want to be alone.
I can understand that. I will see what I can do and keep you informed. Is my coming up here once a lunar rotation acceptable?
Yes. Is good. This is new. I like talking. Piquaro did not talk. He ignored. I not like.
Naka drew in a deep breath through her mask. Will you accept changes to your surface? More air to breathe perhaps?
I can do. You will see. Come back, and you will see.
Naka felt Kevna release her, and her trajectory was reversed toward the planet’s surface once again.
Flying was peculiar, but she would take it over a jump any day. The cavern was still lit by moonlight, but as she returned through the hole she had made on the way out, her skin brought enough light to the interior to mimic daylight.
Viiko was pacing but he froze and watched her descend. “Well?”
She was glowing so brightly, she could not see who was in control until she was next to him. It was Piquaro. “Kevna wants me as an Avatar since you would not talk to her while you were encased in her body. She also wants to be a star base and have people on her surface. I told her I would see what I could arrange.”
He snorted, “Kevna is hardly sentient.”
“The language is halting, but she is learning fast. You might want to speak to her now that you are each in your proper places. You may learn something.” Naka walked to the shuttle and found the bag containing ration bars. She started gnawing on one while taking a walking tour. Viiko joined her, and a quick glance confirmed that it was him.
“You need to speak to the Citadel as well as the Sector Guard.”
“And tell them what? I moved a planet and then got the moon lodged in my brain and body?”
He chuckled, “It sounds silly when you say it like that.”
“It feels silly.”
“Still, you need to explain it. I am sure that the Alliance will be delighted to have the base on the moon instead of the planet. The lesser gravity makes it easier for landing and take-offs.” He made it sound most reasonable.
“Fine. When do you want the communication?”
“Now is good. The alignment is perfect for the optimum signal.” He wrapped an arm around her waist and escorted her back to the shuttle.
“Do they know about you?”
“Yes. I filed the Avatar report while you were out.” His voice was grim.
She nodded and remained quiet until he activated the com unit and a split image was in front of her. A cowled figure was on one side, and a woman in a strange face-framing halo was on the other.
“Citadel Master Norf is on the left, Relay of the Sector Guard Base Morganti is on the right. Please explain who you are and what is going on.” Viiko nodded encouragingly to her, and she took a deep breath.
“My name is Naka Gwyn of Resicor. I was a talent who apparently was brainwashed into exposing my power to the people of my world, and I was arrested and sentenced to live in a restrictor suit within the dome. I was checked out of the dome by Citadel personnel and taken to Teklan for the alteration of my suit. Once my body was my own again, I accompanied Biological Assessment Specialist Viiko Carolian to Piq. After arriving, I determined that the disturbances in the surface were due to power being broadcast from the moon, and upon making contact, it happened that the planet’s sentient mind had been encased in its orbiting body.”
She breathed deeply and continued. “I spoke to the planet’s mind, Piquaro, and he informed me that my talent for seeing energy lines and affecting small earthquakes was due to my status as a planet carrier. Viiko checked, and there was indeed a record of a talent of that nature. Piquaro walked me through the transport from the moon back to the planet, and we enacted it.
“Unknown to me at the time, the moon is also sentient, though still maturing. Kevna attached to me during the transport process.
“Piquaro took Viiko as his Avatar, and while we were speaking, Kevna called me to her surface. We spoke and the result is that Kevna would like to have occupants and is willing to enrich her atmosphere to bring folks to her. She wants to be surrounded by people, have them crawling all over her.”
Naka sat up straight and tried to put some of Kevna’s power in her gaze. “It is my request that if a base or station is set on Piq, that they choose the large moon as landing site. She is desperate for company.”
Relay smiled, but there was a distant look in her eyes. “Thank you for the offer, Naka. I will have one of the bases send an assessment team to see what kind of facility is possible.”
The cowled figure nodded. “You have done excellently well for a new recruit, Naka Gwyn, though we had hoped to use your talent as a planet carrier. Your position as an Avatar now sets you in place. Your income will reflect your personal sacrifice.”
She blinked in surprise. “Income?”
The figure looked sharply at the snickering Viiko. “You didn’t tell her?”
“Master, there has not been time. Based on the initial contract, she is a ward of the Citadel. There was no reason to tell her, because there was no opportunity for her to shop anywhere.”
Relay rolled her eyes in exasperation. “It figures that a man would not find shopping important. Call me anytime if you need something, Naka. I will have it there within a few days.”
“Thank you. Some food that is more attractive than the rations I have would be nice if you can find something. I understand that my people have a delicate digestion.”
Relay raised a brow. “Snacks? You could have anything, and you want snacks? It is a pity you haven’t met Fixer. You would get along very well.”
Naka was about to reply when the Master spoke. “She is ours, not yours, Relay. Do not lure her into service.”
Naka drummed her nails on the table. “Technically, since the Alliance does not allow slavery and I have not signed a contract, I am a free agent or a consultant at this moment. I am working on behalf of the Citadel but that can change at any moment.”
Relay laughed. “I will be in touch. I have your suit’s frequencies, so don’t freak out if your collar starts talking to you.”
The Master was staring at her, and then, his head turned toward Viiko. “You didn’t get her to sign the contract?”
“I do apologize, Master. But there was really no time. We had to evacuate our base due to flooding. The contract is there. If you had not made your claim in such an accusatory manner, she might have signed it. Oh, and as I have been taken as an Avatar, my contract with the Citadel is null and void. If you wish any further information or documentation on Piq, you will have to negotiate for it.”
Citadel Master Norf nodded tightly. “You are correct. You are no longer available as an operative and that must be taken into account. We will speak again on this matter after I have discussed the situation with our operatives in the area.”
Viiko nodded. “Discuss all you will. No one is landing here without clearance.”
The Master looked as if he would argue, but Viiko cut off communication with him.
“Now, Relay, we are open for assessments, visits, and negotiations for use of property. Can you pass the word?”
The woman grinned and inclined her elaborately dressed head. “It is already done. Three shipping companies are bidding for space on Kevna, and I am having our legal expert work on a contract that will act in your favour and give you right of dismissal for anyone who breaks the regulations you set in place.”
Viiko inclined his head in return. “Thank you, Relay. I knew I could count on the Guard.”
At the word Guard, Naka flinched, but she fought the reflex from Resicor and pasted a smile on her face.
“Thank you, Relay. I look forward to additional communication with you.”
The woman smiled, “I will have Fixer send you a manual for that suit. It does a lot more than you would imagine.”
They chatted for a few minutes, and then, the call was over.
Looking to Viiko, Naka raised her brows, “So, where are we going to sleep?”
He looked at the back of the shuttle. “There is only one bunk.”
“I suppose we will have to share.”
A happy glow that had nothing to do with the planet’s consciousness filled his eyes, and he escorted her to the bed they would share.
Naka watched as he discarded his robe and slipped between the sheets. Her motions were careful and slow when she lay down on him. The feel of his rock-hard body under her made her smile against his chest. His hands stroked her spine over and over, soothing her into sleep.
Naka enjoyed the thought that whether he had planned it or not, they were bound for life now, and it was going to be a very, very long one.
 



Chapter Twelve
Two months later.
His hands rubbed her back slowly. Naka fought her way back to awareness with the gentle caresses. “Good morning, sweet.”
Two months had passed since their first negotiation with Relay, meaning that the construction on Kevna was underway. The moon was delighted with the contact.
Naka groaned and pushed away from the naked warmth of her mate. Her hair caressed the still-sore mating marks that he had left on her neck, but she was smiling. “That was quite the wedding night.”
He chuckled and sat up. “According to Dhemon tradition, it is not official until there is a witness.”
“I am going to say the Piquaro qualifies. He was definitely there. So was Kevna. Her curiosity almost drove me onto you weeks ago.” Naka sat up and flicked her hair over her shoulders, staring down at him as he watched her with one arm propping his head up and the sheet barely covering him from the hips down.
“I am glad that we waited until there was an official here to record it. It makes the rest of our hundreds of years together that much more special.” He winked at her as she wrinkled her nose.
“You make it sound so appealing.” She snickered and flicked one of his horns.
“I believe I have a certain amount of appeal for you or at least that is what you whispered last night.”
She blushed to the roots of her hair, and her suit slithered up her body, wrapping her in a new style of clothing that Viiko seemed to enjoy.
A tight bodice that was fitted but rigid at the same time had a front-opened skirt, and she had contrasting leggings beneath. It had taken some practice to get it working properly, but Fixer had sent her some tips as well as engaged in a videoconference, and now, Naka could change her clothing at will.
She got out of bed before Viiko could haul her back, and she waggled her finger at him. “We have to check the plants today, and as you said, we have hundreds of years together to look forward to.”
He got to his feet, his anklet surging up his body to create a suit of similar structure to hers without the skirt. A faux vest covered him from shoulder to ankle with a body suit thickened to armour width under it.
She had to admit that he took her breath away.
They exited their chambers in the cavern and took flight.
Piquaro had given Viiko the power of atmospheric flight when he had bemoaned that Naka was always flitting away. Now, when she flitted, he followed her.
The ability to fly made the commute to the base so much easier. Relay’s negotiator managed to get the base included in exchange for botanical and horticultural research reports being sent to the Alliance on a quarterly basis.
Naka flew rings around Viiko, touching him randomly to see if she could shake his concentration. “You are getting better at this.”
He sighed, reached out lazily and snagged her to his side. He turned her and kissed her as he flew them both to the base. “You are too tempting by half, wife.”
Her blush flared brightly before it faded. “I could say the same about you.” Her memories of their wedding night caused her to flush pink randomly throughout the day.
They took samples from the greenhouse, ran tests and made plenty of notations. Viiko could do it on his own, but if she worked with him, it went faster.
Today, she had to visit Kevna and check in on the contractors working to build the spaceport and orbital-repair extension.
It would take a little longer today as the moon had shifted, and Naka would have to depart from the far side of the planet. Compensating for orbit was tricky, but Naka was getting the hang of it.
“Okay, I am off to visit Kevna.” She stood next to Viiko and inhaled his scent.
“I have a surprise planned for you when you return. Don’t be too late.” He turned and smiled, caressing the riot of hair from her forehead.
Her hair was growing madly, curls tumbling nearly to her waist now. Kevna was doing research and altering Naka as she went.
Naka lifted off, flew down the hall, out of the greenhouse and toward the ocean. Once clear of the danger zone, she put on the speed and powered to her launch vector.
As she left the atmosphere, she could hear Kevna purring in her mind. Kevna loved having people on her. It made her feel useful, and Naka could sympathize. Out of all of her motivations, being useful had always been something that she craved. Now, she was the voice of a moon that no one had known was alive, married to a Dhemon who was the Avatar of a planet that no one knew was conscious. She may not be useful, but she had a purpose, and that purpose was to turn Kevna into an amazing facility that welcomed everyone.
The air is here. I have thawed out my ice and made breathable atmosphere. Kevna’s pride was unmistakable.
Naka grinned as she flew to the site that Kevna had declared was for her Avatar’s use only.
A garden had begun. Kevna had pulled out all the stops to apologize for hijacking Naka’s body. The plants required little water but produced plenty of oxygen.
The gravity on Kevna was three quarters of Resicor. It was easy enough for Naka to move around, and when the dust turned to dirt and greenery started to sprout, Naka had finally realized that Kevna had just been waiting for someone to see her for what she was.
Carefully, Naka settled in her garden and let the mask go. She breathed in a few times and grinned. Well done, Kevna. It is indeed breathable. How are the workers treating you?
They work with respect and care. It is refreshing. Those first ones were unpleasant.
There had been a hiccup at the beginning. The crews had decided to blast without bothering to tell Naka or Kevna. Naka had cracked nine panes of the greenhouse when she powered straight up.
The blasters had been shocked by her presence, her lack of EVA suit and the power that she shot from her hands. Their equipment had been rendered unusable in seconds.
After stopping the work, she had stalked inside and given the foreman a piece of her mind. He had cringed, called security and been used as a living shield while Naka helped Kevna work into his mind.
He was a bundle of tears when she released him, and Kevna felt her point had been made.
The crew left and was replaced by one that acknowledged that the moon was alive and needed to be kept informed. They called Naka, and she translated for Kevna.
The garden is amazing. Is that the tea blend that Viiko created?
I am not allowed to say. Kevna was indeed coming along. Another planet named Balen sent a satellite that allowed other planets easy access to speak with Kevna and allowed her to use the data stream to further her education. Her speech improved, her intellect grew and finally, she was able to comprehend the worlds around her.
Keeping secrets from your Avatar. You are getting smarter. Naka smiled.
Kevna’s mind giggled. Every day. Last night was quite educational. I finally understand pair bonding.
I am born to a species that does it, and I still don’t understand it. Technically, there were four of us in bed last night. Don’t think I didn’t notice you peeking.
I was curious. You kept away from him so long. Why didn’t you just bond?
Societal restrictions. Both mine and his. I wanted to make sure that he wanted me for me, and he wanted to see if he could drive me insane with foreplay every night.
That is the thing that made your heart race.
That is the one.
And your—
That is the one. Shutting up a moon was not easy.
Kevna laughed in her mind again.
They talked, bantered and giggled together for hours. At last, Naka sighed. I promised him that I would be home early.
Then you had better get going. Early is passing quickly.
Have a good day, and tell me if you need anything.
Naka lifted off and did a quick pass of the growing base. All was in order, so she checked on the large ship-repair dock that was coming together in a matching orbit with Kevna.
When she was sure that everything was proceeding according to plan, she returned home.
Petals marked the path to their quarters. The scent was heady and warmed her skin each time she inhaled.
Their quarters were filled with flowers, and Viiko was standing next to the bed with a smile on his face and nothing more on his body.
She touched the fiery blossoms, enjoying the silky feel on her fingers and breathing deeply of the intoxicating scent. “What are these?”
He came around the bed and wrapped his arms around her from behind, cupping the flower that she was inhaling. “Flora NakaKevna. A flower born on the moon and grown here on Piq. There is nothing like it in the universe.”
Her clothing receded, leaving her naked in his arms, and he took full advantage of the access.
“This is the surprise that Kevna wouldn’t tell me about.”
He turned her in his arms and grinned down at her. “She made them for you but designed them to be grown in this soil. They will grow nowhere else in the universe. Anywhere else, they are simply a tea bush. I have tried it on nine soil samples.”
She went up on her toes and wrapped her arms around his neck, “I love the flowers, but I am fixated on my bond mate. According to Kevna after watching us last night, she knows why pairs bond. I want to confirm her findings.”
He lifted her to the bed and crushed her into the petals covering the sheets. The perfume of the flowers made only for her swirled around them, and as they started to move together, it became clear to Naka that the flowers were only half the scent that made her head spin. Viiko was the other half of her soul, her mind, and the only man to have supported her when a moon grabbed her body. If that wasn’t love, it was close enough for her.
 After all, they had hundreds of years to get it right.
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