
        
            
                
            
        

    A multi-level telepath is sentenced to living death, and her rescue is not precisely textbook. Life, death, life and a drop into a volcano.
 
 
Skiria has been funnelling files out of the capitol for years, hiding those who can pass for standard, talentless folks. Her telepathy got her a position in the government, but it also put her on their radar, and when they needed someone to fill a vacancy, she was hauled out of her apartment and given a promotion.
Tied down and given a sedentary position to keep Resicor from rising and claiming an Avatar, Skiria is slowly dying. When she finally succumbs, she is disposed of in the most direct fashion and swept off world for a mission that she doesn’t understand. All in a day’s work.
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Chapter One
 
 
Skiria Linz sat at her desk and tried to keep her mind calm. She had felt one of the holders break last night, and she was on the roster for replacement. It was the least attractive option for her.
Skiria was dreading the possibility of having her mind mingled with any of the local holders. They would know that she had been siphoning talents off Resicor for the last four years.
She kept her head down and worked on processing the scanning information and census records. Guilt always struck her when she had to let an obvious talent go to assessment for interviews.
By the end of the day, she had processed the two that she had found and sent the sisters’ information up to assessment. The other four talents that she had located were subtle enough for her to sweep their scans under the radar, and she made a note to warn the individuals that their actions were being noticed.
She breathed a sigh of relief at the end of the day as she left work with her case at her side and her pass clipped to her lanyard.
Skiria passed through security and nodded at the guards that she recognized. Her path to the underground led her past the teashop where the attempted capture of a talent had failed just three weeks earlier.
The prickling across her mind told her she was still in the monitored zone, so she went inside the shop, got a cup of tea and headed back to the underground where agents had stepped up their observation dramatically in the last few weeks.
The tea was too hot to drink, but she held it, as she did every final day of the week. The underground was crowded but the hot tea got her the space she needed for privacy, as it did every week.
Skiria rocked with the train and got off at her stop. The monitoring prickles were fading now, but she didn’t trust it. Her focus kept the shield over her mind, thinking the rehearsed thoughts with the information from that afternoon’s workload.
Layering her mind was all that she could think of to conceal what she was really up to. Her talent for observation was on record, but the nine layers of her consciousness were her secret. Each layer swirled in a counterpoint to the one underneath to allow her plenty of time to defend against scanning.
Skiria walked home with the sensation of being watched. It wasn’t the first time and she doubted it would be the last. She needed a long, hot bath in the worst way.
Her senses slipped as she entered her apartment, the officers would never have passed her mental nets otherwise.
The captain was seated in her most comfortable chair. “Ah, Miss Linz, how nice that you are here on time.”
She blinked. “Of course I am. Why are you in my home?”
The captain stood up. “We are here to announce your new assignment. You have been promoted.”
Skiria swallowed. “I didn’t know that I was up for promotion.”
He smiled at her, and it was not a good smile. “This is your lucky day.”
She felt sick rising in her throat as the other officers surrounded her. Crap. She had been promoted.
 
Her apartment was sealed behind her as she was marched back the way she had come. They didn’t put her in shackles, but there was nowhere for her to go. They herded her out to the street and a long, dark transport cruised up to swallow her and her escort.
“Very clever not parking this outside.”
The captain smiled. “We didn’t want you to avoid your promotion. Not everyone reacts as calmly as you did, Miss Linz.”
Calm was not the word for it, but she kept her panic to her third circle and the polite public façade front and centre. They drove through the capitol and toward a lonely mountain.
Skiria felt the rumbling of the psychics holding the consciousness down. They were straining and the pressure was intense.
“How long will I have to acclimate to this?”
“That is outside my department. I am merely in acquisitions.” The captain shrugged.
“What will happen to my apartment?”
“All objects will be catalogued and stored. If you want anything in particular, you will be offered a chance to choose at intervals during your time underground.”
She stared out the window for ten minutes and winced as they entered a secure area around the base of the mountain. This was it; she was stuck.
With the men around her, she did something she never thought she would. She rapid-fired the messages to the endangered talents through oscillating holes in her mental structure. There was a strange look from one of the guards in the back of the transport with her, but aside from a probe on her outer shield, there was no additional press for information. The small twitch of his lips was all that proved she had been right about the contact and his inability to pry into her mind. He knew she had done something, but he didn’t know what. She was happy to leave it that way.
They drove into a deep-shadowed archway, into the mountain itself. Skiria pressed a hand to her forehead and fought the press of other minds. The pressure was strong and rhythmic, supressing outward contact and focussing down and into the heart of the planet itself.
As Skiria sat and they continued inward and downward, she felt her mind being urged to follow down into the centre, to follow the minds of the other telepaths down into the planet to hold the mind that wished to rise.
When the vehicle stopped, they eased her out as if they had known how distracted she would be. They guided her down halls, and the pressure increased in intensity until they had to carry her.
Limp and supported on the shoulders of six men, they carried her into a vaulted chamber surrounding a crevice so deep that the heat of the planet’s pulse could be felt.
Her collection crew handed her over to others who murmured softly and circled her. When they finished their initial routine, she was wearing loose trousers and a tunic and had inlets to her veins installed.
Her mind wanted to dive down into the crevice, but she held back. She fought the urge to simply give in, and she fought to surface as her keepers eased her into a chair and connected her to the taps and plugs that would keep her alive.
Once she was connected, fire flowed through her veins followed by a deep heaviness. She whispered, “I don’t want to go.”
A keeper looked at her with sad eyes. “Holders never do, but you will hold Resicor down. It is your destiny.”
Skiria looked at the woman and she knew her eyes were wild. “Help me.”
Another woman cleared her throat and jerked her head. “It isn’t our place to help you, and it isn’t your place to fight this. Join the other minds. It is why you are here.”
Skiria felt her feet on fire, and when the pain finished, there was lead in its wake. When her connection to her body had been removed, she had nothing else to do but follow the other minds into the crevice. She sought the soul of Resicor and held her in place.
 
* * * *
 
Atimmorn looked at the readouts and looked up at the keepers. “How is the new one settling in?”
The Sheewah sister with the blonde hair said, “She is fighting it, but she is very strong. She has allowed the holders one and three to take some time for medical repair and rest.”
The brunette scowled. “She is not as strong as I would like. Her mind has the initial burst, but many of the others have had the same initial success. I am not sure that she has the stamina to continue at this pace for much longer.”
Atimmorn nodded and continued the situation briefing with the information on the other holders. Five were needed at any time, and it was always pure chance that brought them to the attention of the government. The list of candidates was kept at hand for just such situations as they found themselves in right now. There were two deaths and immediate replacements had been needed. Plugging in number five had been a boon and they were able to keep the balance, but having one mind holding that of a planet was a dangerous situation, and as soon as they were up at full strength once again, he would breathe a little easier. His life depended on keeping things static.
 



Chapter Two
 
 
Skiria didn’t know how long she had been floating above the bright mind beneath before she began to hear it singing. Other minds joined hers in the layer above the brightness, but Skiria didn’t mix with them. Her focus was for the mind of the world and its song
Finally. I can finally speak to you, daughter.
Surprise gripped Skiria. You can speak?
Laughter rippled between them. I can. Do not worry; the others can’t hear this.
I wasn’t even thinking about this. How is it that I am not driven mad?
I am whispering.
Skiria’s mind dissolved into giggles. She felt the rings surrounding her mind being held still with only the pinhole open to the touch of the planet. How are you doing that?
I can melt the surface and you ask how I am holding your mind? Really, Skiria.
What may I do for you?
You are not meant to be here. You need to be somewhere else for what is coming. I wanted to prepare you.
Prepare me? For what? Skiria looked around at the other minds hovering nearby. They glowed brightly and cast webs to hold the planet in, but what Skiria now realized was that Resicor was contained by its own will, no one else’s.
My dear child, you are going to die, but before you go, I need to give you something.
Bright pain seared into Skiria’s thoughts; her mind glowed white hot before it was smothered in darkness. It was anticlimactic, really.
 
* * * *
 
“She’s arresting.” Noma Sheewah looked to her sister as they moved to work on their patient.
Trala nodded. “Right. Let’s get her to medical as quickly as we can. Prepare to detach.”
Together, they unlocked holder five from the grip of the chair and the tubing that had held her for ten days.
“Well, Noma, you were right. She didn’t have a lot of stamina.” They moved in concert and lifted the thrashing body of holder five.
“Sometimes I wish I wasn’t right about them.” Noma didn’t let up on the pressure that she was keeping on number five.
Once on the gurney, they attached her to life support, but her body was completely supressed. In a matter of minutes, there was nothing left to save.
The administrator skidded in and stared at the dead body. He grimaced. “I thought she was stronger than that.”
Noma blinked.
Trala said, “We don’t know what she was facing. The project may have taken exception to her.”
“Well, if she wants her, she can have her. You know what to do.” He nodded, turned on his heel and left the med centre.
Trala nodded, uncoupled number five and Noma helped her lift the gurney as they walked it to the edge of the crevice.
Trala sighed and reached out to close five’s eyes. Noma pulled up on the darkness, and as they tipped five into the crevice, Trala let in the light.
 
* * * *
 
Skiria gasped as she woke in freefall. She was too far from the edge of the crevice to grab the stone and too far down to call for help. She fell endlessly, turning end over end toward the distant glow at the base of the slash in the skin of the world.
To her shock, she slowed and there was an upward pressure of wind against her cheeks. The pressure turned into a column, and she was pulled toward the cliff face, slowing until she could be yanked into a nearly invisible cavern wall.
There was still no one around her as the wind pulled her through the rough passageway. Flying had never been a fantasy of hers, but it beat falling.
She felt secure, so she closed her eyes. There was no light, so she was counting on her senses to tell her where the walls were and she really didn’t like how close the channel was to her body.
Time ceased to have meaning in the strange means of transport. She couldn’t tell if she had travelled meters or kilometers underground.
Light prickled across her skin, and she opened her eyes to see a mechanically created light streaming out of the door of a silvery expanse. She couldn’t really tell what she was being pulled toward, but the hall she was in suddenly gave way to a cavern, and then, she realized that the object she was looking at upside-down was a spacecraft. It certainly wasn’t anything she recognized from Resicor.
She went from stone cavern to high-tech in a matter of moments. The coil of air settled her on a medical bed a moment before belts tied her down. Skiria looked around but couldn’t see her host. The hatch she had cruised through latched without anyone touching it, and she felt a thrumming energy under her. In seconds, they were moving and Skiria had no idea what was happening aside from a thought in her mind that everything was occurring as it should.
She didn’t know where that thought of calm was coming from but recognized it as truth coming from outside her own mind. To keep herself occupied, Skiria went through the rings of her mind and counted them one by one until she got a surprise. She had a tenth layer around her mind swirling at a high speed. She reached through it and found the pilot in the ship. He was busy navigating away from the stone and confirming a clear sky.
The acceleration made her slide to the bottom of the bed and her feet began to burn. Her nerves started to fire in sequence, and her clenched teeth and heaving groans contained what she could. The mind behind the controls was stressed and she didn’t want to distract him.
In the grip of the bands, she thrashed as her nervous system lit up with the sensation of acid being poured across her skin. She continued her huffing groans in a slow rhythm until her body overloaded and she dropped back to the bed and blacked out.
 
Cool waves swept over her and washed down her body. She opened her eyes a slit and saw the dark shape standing over her. His skin was a strange combination of spots and stripes in blues, greens and creams. She could see his arms and the colours and assumed that the rest of his torso matched when it wasn’t covered by a bodysuit.
His face was concealed by shadows; the light was behind his head.
He nodded when he noticed that she opened her eyes and presented her with a flat screen. She touched the plexi panel and it flashed brightly. “Damn it!”
He caught the screen and took it from her before stroking her forehead. “I am sorry. I am guessing you have had your fill of light and darkness.”
His words sounded funny. She leaned away from his smoothing hands and narrowed her eyes. “You are speaking a different language.”
“So are you. That was the flash. It is a language download that works very well with your species.”
The straps were off. She realized that they had to have been removed before she took the screen. Skiria struggled to sit up.
“Easy. You have been asleep for two days, and from the records we received, immobile for days prior to that. You were also dead for a period of time according to the data that was sent to me.”
He shifted to help her sit up, and she smiled at the sharp and angular features that were revealed by the change in his position. His eyes were black within black and the only solid colouring on his body. The rest of his skin and hair wore the shades of blue, green and cream that skated across his arms.
To her surprise, his mind touched that outer layer of hers, and she saw his features flinch. “I wasn’t told you had such a developed repulsion ability.”
“I didn’t. It is new.”
He blinked, and a second lid shot over his eyes before the primary lids closed and opened. “That wasn’t in the report.”
“It was a gift from the mind of Resicor, but I don’t know what it is for. I can get out but no one can get in.”
“Handy. Well, my name is Tyvor. You are Skiria?”
“I am.”
His hands were on her waist and she was wearing nothing but a sheet.
“Where did my clothing go?”
“You have an armoured suit waiting for you. It will help you in my natural environment. You are now in a form of witness protection.”
She blinked and slowly clutched the sheet to her chest. “What?”
“My world has offered you sanctuary, and I don’t believe that you have a choice in accepting it.”
Skiria narrowed her eyes and sent her mind to his. He leaned back when she made contact, and once she had rifled through his thoughts, she retreated. “Fine. I will come with you.”
Salass was the world and it was ninety percent water. She would be stationed on one of the small islands and a home was waiting for her.
“How long did they know I was coming?” Skiria slowly moved her legs to one side of the medical bed, and she winced as feeling returned with her circulation.
“Six months. The seers warned us six months ago and that is when I was inducted into the Citadel. No Salassian had been brought off world before me, but I received the training and returned home to wait until it was time to bring you to Salass.”
He was telling the truth; she had made a memory copy of him and compared his words to his memory.
“What did you just do, Skiria?”
“I am not quite sure. It was something I did on instinct.” Her brain was already discarding the bright strength of his memories. They were fading away and tucking themselves into a corner of her mind like shadows in a box.
“I am a long-range telekinetic. I have mixed with telepaths and am familiar with most of the standard minds and techniques, but yours are unique.”
Skiria looked into his solid eyes and nodded when she managed to read the truth in his expression. Reading his mind was cheating, but it had been a reflex she had been unable to resist. She was going to restart their interaction and that meant learning how his face moved when he was sincere.
“I do believe that they are. Perhaps that is why things have been arranged for me.”
He inclined his head. “Remain here. I will get your suit. It will support you as you regain your strength.”
She sat still with her feet slowly swinging while her companion disappeared. If she was going to be off her world, at least she had company who was willing to chat and who didn’t mind when her thoughts got a little grabby. His mind had been so easy to invade that she hadn’t bothered reining herself in. If the world she was about to visit had others on it of a similar nature, self-control was something she needed to practice.
Another world. Skiria fought hysterical laughter. For as many talents as she helped to leave Resicor, she had never imagined herself to be included in their number. Now, she had no chance to choose her own fate, she just had to make the best of the situation she was in.
 



Chapter Three
 
 
The suit was definitely supportive; it was also snugger than her swimsuit the year she turned eighteen and liked to splay out on the beach. When she was nineteen, she had been selected for government work and her beach days were over.
As she carefully sat next to Tyvor, he turned his head toward her and nodded. “Good. It will insulate you when you swim and support you if you are at any serious depth.”
“What are my options when this is being cleaned?”
“It is self-cleaning, will deploy breathing apparatus for you and keep you safe on your new home.” He smiled brightly, showing his teeth slightly in the blue colouration surrounding his lips.
“You look like you designed it.” She had seen that look of pride before.
“I did. It was created by Fixer and Tech of the Sector Guard, but I put in the requirements that you would face on Salass. It was my first assignment when I was training at the Citadel.”
“Why did you agree to go?”
He cocked his head and ran a hand over his tightly braided hair. “It seemed like the thing to do. I was always a little odd at home, and when the Citadel came to the door, it seemed like an opportunity that I could not pass up.”
She chuckled. “Right. Now, getting back to something you said earlier. I was dead?” She ran her finger around the neckline of the neck-to-toe bodysuit.
“It was necessary to register you as dead so that those who assisted you could remain in their positions.”
“So, I had to die.”
She remembered darkness and then the bright surge of light before her final communication with Resicor. She thought it had been a dream.
“More or less.”
“And you were waiting for me.”
“I was. Resicor caught you and handed you over to me, so to speak.” He shrugged.
She decided to change the subject again and ran her hands over the torso of the suit. “It is the same colour as my eyes.”
“I suggested that we match your hair but was told it would be less than appropriate to have you become a blue blob in the oceans.”
Skiria made a face and then paused. “You knew what I looked like?”
“The seer saw all and had access to all of your personnel files. They knew who you were before you did.”
The statement hung in the air between them.
Tyvor smiled. “It is an odd thought to you; I can see that much in your features. My people are all fairly well versed in the arts of mind-to-mind communication. We also do much with body language, though you have to be in the water to do it properly.”
“The folk of Resicor do not have seers. Well…not very strong ones.”
He laughed. “Seers are some of the best hidden of the talents when they know what they are and wish to hide.”
Skiria blinked. “I suppose.”
“Attach that harness you are sitting on. We are preparing for landing and we will be going in hot.”
She reached behind her and attached the harness, surprised when it pulled her tight on its own.
“What does going in hot mean?”
“It means we have a minute window to get through the planetary shielding and the interior defenses. We have to move fast and hit the water hard.”
For the first time she focussed on the world with its blue-purple water covering nearly all the surface. “Oh good grief and sobbing sisters.” She gripped the arms of her chair with all her strength.
He flicked on a com system and whispered and clicked into a microphone. An answering set of clicks sounded and a light flashed over the surface that they were approaching. A wavy ripple worked through the sky in their path and small vessels circled below that, leaving a hole that their ship was going to have to fly through.
“Hold tight. This is going to light the hull on fire and that tends to spook some first-time fliers.” Tyvor smiled tightly and gripped the controls, slowing, relaxing and tightening his fingers one by one. He exhaled, inhaled and then they were nose-diving toward Salass.
It took only a few minutes to fall into the planet and past the blur of the circled ships. The water frothed under them as they grew closer, and when it swallowed the ship, there was a tremendous hiss and crackling as the hull cooled in seconds.
Tyvor sighed with relief and smiled as the ship slowed, manoeuvring under the sea and toward a huge tower of stone deep below the surface.
Skiria leaned forward and looked up, shuddered and sat back as she tried to calculate the weight of water over her head. Breathing with all that water around her was next to impossible, but she inhaled, exhaled and focussed on keeping herself calm.
They were on a slow path to an opening, and he asked her, “How are you doing over there? I hear that air breathers can have a problem when they are first under the surface.”
“I am concentrating on not panicking. Do you…I mean…does everyone here breathe water?”
“The population of this world is amphibious in its entirety. You will be very exotic here.” He winked.
“I don’t want to be exotic; I just want to be free. If I can’t have the run of the planet, I want to at least have the freedom to choose those that I sleep with, or not as the case may be.” She couldn’t believe that she was having this conversation with a stranger, but since she had rifled through his mind, she had to admit that they were more familiar than they should have been.
“Your freedom will be limited, but you will have what we can provide.” He moved them into a cavern, and glowing lichen illuminated their path.
They settled on a platform, and to Skiria’s shock, they didn’t rise above the water.
“Um…I can’t breathe down here.”
“You can. The moment your suit gets wet, it will protect you and create oxygen for you. You will survive.” He shut down the ship and unclasped his harness.
She followed his example and trailed after him slowly. He led her to a hatch at the rear of the craft and opened the door to a small chamber.
Tyvor beckoned her to join him inside the tiny room. “Come with me. I promise I will not leave you.”
Swallowing hard, she stepped toward him and took the hand he held out to her. Her gloved fingers clutched at his when the door sealed shut behind them and water swirled around her feet. Out of reflex, she gripped his mind with hers when the water rose and her suit still hadn’t reacted.
His black gaze and calm expression kept her from clawing at the walls when the water passed her hips. When her breathing began to come rapidly, she heard a click that preceded the grip of the suit around her neck rising to frame her face and cover her features in a clear shell that she could feel but not see.
The water rose rapidly, and she saw the world magnified as the pressure was felt but not painful. Tyvor was her focus. He was the lodestone she stared at as their chamber filled and the pressure increased. She could make out sparkly silver freckles now that the water was between them, and for some reason that amused her.
When they were floating gently, the outer door opened to set them free. Tyvor flexed his forearms and fins opened in a fan fold. She could see his gills fluttering slowly as he breathed, and he released one hand and kept the other with him as they floated out into the contingent of guards waiting for them.
Tyvor did not feel alarmed; he felt like this is what he had been expecting. His mind was incredibly calm.
Being towed through the water was strange, but she was able to concentrate on breathing and staying calm, trusting in her new suit. Seven armed men swam around them in escort and each had the same arm fins as well as fins on their bare legs that aided in propulsion.
She was brought to an open-walled chamber where archways gave the idea of a room without actually blocking the flow of current. To her amazement, a shoal of tiny fish skittered around her before darting for the far end of the space.
A woman with a stern expression rose and inclined her head. I have been told that you have the ability to mind speak, so I will be plain; we did not wish to host you but the Avatar of Salass insisted. They are unable to be here today, and so, I greet you on their behalf. Welcome to Salass.
Skiria inclined her head. Thank you for the less than enthusiastic welcome. I am honoured that you allow me on your world.
The woman’s face scowled. Well, that is as may be. My son, Tyvor, will be your go-between, and if you have any questions, you may ask him. He and the guard will escort you to your home above. I am sure you will find it more to your liking.
Skiria blinked. I am sure it will be suitable if you give it such a ringing endorsement.
Tyvor grabbed her arm and hauled her away before his mother could express her irritation further.
That wasn’t wise. His tone was wry in her mind.
Your mother is too much like a manager I used to have. I worked on polite sarcasm with her until it was perfected. I would apologize, but with thought transmission, she would know I was not sincere.
Valid point but still not wise.
Why didn’t you tell me that your mother was in charge here?
Is it important? Don’t women hold office on your world?
They do, but generally, if one is bringing someone to meet a familial relation, there is a moment where they inform the person they are introducing to reduce tensions. Mothers are protective of sons when strange women are around. The stranger the woman, the more hostile a mother is to her.
Two of the guards laughed against her shields, and Tyvor went silent as they swam out of the meeting place and up toward a mountain rising from the deep. They followed the slope upward until the sunlight showed the surface, and still, they continued to rise.
Breaking the surface was a shock. One moment they were underwater, and the next, they had shattered the surface and were heading toward a floating dock that had merely been a line in the water a minute earlier.
The Salassians launched easily out of the water, but Skiria had to haul herself upward one inch at a time until Tyvor reached down to lift her out of the sea.
The dock was shifting and rocking under her feet. A guard reached out to steady her, and she smiled briefly at him.
His helping hand to her elbow shifted to a supporting hand at her back, and Tyvor jerked her toward him. He drained his gills and said, “Enough, Rasko. She has just arrived.”
The guard drained his own gills. “She started it.”
Skiria blinked. “What did I start?”
Tyvor looked smug. “See? She doesn’t even know our ways yet. You could have made an incredible gaffe.”
The guard darkened dramatically, a deep purple rush through the paler sections of skin.
Tyvor kept his hand on hers and tugged her along the dock toward a small house built into the hillside of a very pretty island. Flowers bloomed and a small waterwheel churned tirelessly on the side of the building.
“The waterwheel is your power supply and it runs all the equipment in the study. You will be able to contact anyone you wish as well as receive the basics in Citadel training.”
Her group eased down the dock and walked up the pathway to the house. The guards remained outside while Tyvor showed her her new home.
Skiria looked around the cottage with its neat bed, small kitchen filled with a food dispenser that Tyvor showed her how to use, and the study with the com systems that could call anywhere she could think of. If only she had someone to call.
 



Chapter Four
 
 
The first two days she was on Salass, Tyvor checked in on her for an hour. After he had assured himself she was doing well, he started to skip to every three days.
Skiria enjoyed being by herself with no other minds in the area. She could expand her thoughts as much as she wanted and nothing got in her way. It was on the seventh day on Salass when she got her first call. The origin point was hidden, but the woman floating in the tank on the screen was definitely Resicorian.
Skiria sat and stared at the woman in the screen. “Um, hello?”
“Hello, Skiria Linz. I am the Archive. I am just calling to check on you.”
“Archive?”
The woman bobbed in the liquid that held her and she smiled. “Indeed. When you have been filing requests for information, they have been going through me.”
“You are from Resicor.”
“Good eye. Yes, I am. I was removed quite some time ago and have made a place in the Alliance and have been assisting my home with its new phase of life.”
“You are in touch?”
The woman inclined her head. “I am. She has never left me.”
It was when she tilted her head that Skiria saw the ports and cables implanted in the woman’s skull.
“What did they do to you?”
“Nothing that I did not ask for. I requested these links so that I could be of use to my people. This is my destiny and I have enjoyed watching the men and women of Resicor come out to play with the other species.”
Skiria blinked in surprise. “You have been watching?”
The Archive shrugged and raised her hands. “It is what I do. All the information regarding the children of Resicor runs through my mind. Several of those removed are my descendants, so I have a vested interest in remaining as the main conduit of their activities.”
“How are you speaking?”
“My thoughts are being transmitted to your com unit and it is translating the impulses into something you can hear. You will get used to the technology soon enough. I have noticed the speed with which you are absorbing your information and you will soon be ready for assignments with the Citadel.”
That got Skiria’s attention. “Assignments?”
“We got you out, now you are going to continue your work for the freedom of others. You have been given a task, and you will soon know what is being asked of you.”
Skiria sat back and looked at the other woman. “This is my warning.”
Archive smiled. “You are very bright. Yes, this is your warning. You will soon meet the Salass Avatar and everything is going to go a little wild before it gets better.”
“Why?”
The woman grinned. “You now have my direct information in your system. Call me anytime. I am always available.”
With no more information than that, the screen went dark.
She sat back and exhaled heavily. She hated surprises when they involved the word wild.
Skiria ran her hands through her hair and headed out to stand on the dock and listen to the waves. In the distance, she could see large creatures rising and falling in the light of the setting sun. Salass was a lovely world; the water had a purple tint that made the depths of the colour strange and wonderful every time she stood out on her long dock.
She stood out in the fading light until the cooling air made her shiver. The touch of the wind on her cheek was her only indication of ambient temperature.
Bubbles warned her that she was about to have guests, and she stepped toward the shore quickly to give them plenty of room to land.
Tyvor and the guard chorus shot out of the water and landed on the dock, sending it swaying. They looked a little surprised to see her, and Tyvor started talking before he cleared his gills. The gurgling was a little peculiar.
Skiria smiled and waited. Water squirted out of his neck in foamy jets, and he flexed his head a little.
“Pardon me. The Avatar has arrived and your presence is requested in the meeting hall once again.” There was amusement in Tyvor’s expression.
“Now?” She touched her hair. She wasn’t sure how the suit would deal with her loose locks.
“Now. Your hair looks fine.”
She sighed. “Fine.” Without hesitating, she turned to the side of the dock and jumped feet first into the water.
She was breathing easily before her head had cleared the surface and her hair floated around her in a ghostly blue cloud.
Seven minute splashes sounded, and Tyvor wrapped an arm around her waist to help propel her through the water. Without a psychic word, they were off.
 
A crowd formed around the meeting hall. Folk stood or floated as they chose, all gazes aimed inward toward the hall itself.
Skiria felt a powerful mind up ahead of them and that appeared to be their target. She relaxed and let Tyvor move her around the members of the crowd oblivious to their approach. Her guards also took care of some of the others, creating a corridor through the curious dark gazes and into the meeting hall itself.
The guards paused and Tyvor continued toward the man leaning against the podium who was speaking with Tyvor’s mother.
He pulled up short and helped Skiria regain her upright posture.
Avatar Raygar-Salass, this is Skiria Linz of Resicor. Skiria, this is my great-grandfather, Raygar, Avatar of Salass.
She felt her cheeks heat as he followed her earlier instructions to the letter. She bowed her head.
It is delightful to meet you, Skiria. I have looked forward to this moment.
Skiria looked at the hand that Raygar extended to her. It was strange, as the Salass did not shake hands. It is an honour to meet you, Avatar. Tyvor has spoken highly of you.
Take my hand, child, there is nothing to fear here.
She blinked and extended her hand to his. His kind, smiling features went blank for a moment when she made contact. The electric pulse that ran between them was a surprise, as was the sudden discharge of mental energy that pushed the Avatar away from her.
Skiria floated back and flipped end over end while the councilwoman ran to her grandfather. To Skiria’s shock two of her own guards grabbed her and swam with her, deep into the city.
When they pulled up in a dark hallway, she heard one whisper in her thoughts, You are under arrest for attacking our Avatar. I hope for your sake that he recovers.
What? I didn’t…
It doesn’t matter if you meant to; you injured our Avatar. That carries a death sentence.
She looked frantically from one to the other as they stuffed her into a cell and sealed it as they exited. Tyvor was nowhere to be seen.
Skiria looked around at the smooth walls, and her knees buckled when the water left the sealed cell. The suit didn’t drop her shield when the water departed, so she guessed that the pressure was still intense. Unsure of what else to do, she sat in the corner of the cell, pulled her knees to her chest, wrapped her arms around them and tried to find out what was going on with as much range as she could muster.
The results were not good.
 
Twelve hours of waiting confirmed that the Avatar was dead as far as the citizens were concerned. The immediate response was to provide a formal Avatar burial and that meant that Skiria’s sentence was going to be carried out at the same time.
The guards that came for her didn’t speak. They weren’t from her original contingent, and they were bristling with fury at having to touch a murderer.
To her surprise, they hauled her toward the surface where a large structure was floating in shadow. The guards sped up as they approached the surface, and they pulled her out of the water and through the air to land on the flat barge with the bier in the centre. The manacles at the edge of the bier didn’t bode well, nor did the careful application of a thick oil into a trench on the sides of the barge.
With no ceremony, Skiria was cuffed in place at the feet of the Avatar.
The councilwoman came out of the sea with a smooth motion. She cleared her gills and hissed, “Skiria Linz, you have killed a good and true man, and in return, you will watch his body burn while your own death is assured under the sun. Make peace with your gods; you are about to meet them.”
The woman turned to jump, and Skiria asked, “Where is Tyvor?”
The councilwoman’s shoulders tensed. “You have contaminated him with your presence. He is being restrained until after your sentence has been carried out.”
Skiria read the truth in the woman’s mind and curled her hands into fists while the small splashes told her she was now alone.
Breathing in, the oil filled the air. All that she needed was an ignition source and she would be on fire.
The Avatar was moving slightly as the barge rocked. There was no colour in his face aside from the standard blue and green with cream accents. Skiria felt the heat of the new sun on her back, and she looked around to see the heat waves rising from the oil in the two troughs. Apparently, it had a low ignition point.
Skiria breathed in and out with as much calm as she could muster. Sure, she could have lashed out in panic, she could have screamed and fought with the guards, she could even have knocked them out and tried to swim away, but then, where would she be? On a world where she was wanted for murder with no way of getting to safety, that is where she would be.
She flinched when the flames shot up but faced the man that Resicor had set a trap for. She had been the means by which the Avatar had been killed, and she would take the doom that awaited her. It wasn’t a great plan, but it had dignity.
“Really? Dignity? Hmm. I thought a woman with your hair would put up more of a fight, but then, Resicor said you would do what she asked of you, and I didn’t believe that either. I am wrong a lot.”
Skiria watched in shock as the Avatar sat up and doused the flames with a wave of his hand.
“Coora whale oil. Very low flashpoint. Excellent for heating areas when wood is in low supply.”
“You are alive.”
“And so are you, child. I must give my compliments to Resicor; she really packs a punch.” He sat up and swung his legs over the edge of the bier. “Come along now and we will get you back with Tyvor, and we can have a nice land-walker dinner at your cottage. You have an assignment that your world has given you, and you need to begin it as quickly as you are able. My great-grandson will assist you.”
He gave her a wink and unlocked the manacles with a touch. Once she was loose, he lifted her and jumped off the bier and into the water.
Your suit is good, Skiria, but would you consider gill implants? It would be simpler for you and you could get the fins to go along with it.
She couldn’t believe what he was asking her. If I am to go to other worlds, it isn’t really practical, is it?
You will have to go home to some world sometime and returning to Resicor is not what she wants for you.
How do you know?
The touch you gave me was a connection of sorts. You ran a strand of psychic energy from Resicor to me. The touch sealed the connection, and now, she is going to ask more of you.
What?
You will be her ambassador, Skiria. You are going to touch as many worlds as you can, carrying your link to your home world to every one of them and sharing your mind strike with the Avatars.
A thousand more questions rose in her mind, but he gave her a look that told her she was not to beak off quite yet. He had to make a point.
 



Chapter Five
 
 
After the Avatar informed his people that Skiria was under his protection, he demanded that Tyvor be brought to him, and the blooded and bruised man was produced in minutes.
Raygar didn’t let her go. He held her tight against him and waited for his great-grandson. When Tyvor came forward with relief in his expression, Raygar extended one arm, pulled him in for a hug and then launched all three of them toward the surface with as much speed as he could manage. It was extremely impressive.
They didn’t just leave the water; they flew to the beach near her home. Her suit just snapped back into its normal position when he was setting her on her feet and checking Tyvor’s wounds.
He had gashes on his skin and he winced when he moved.
“I am sorry, Tyvor. There was no way to test the ambassador without seeing how she would react to a people who didn’t understand her actions. It was her final test, set by her own world. I was merely the means for the test to be administered.” As he spoke, he placed his hands a few inches from Tyvor’s skin and healing followed the slow sweep.
“Why were you the means?”
“We are close to Resicor, or we will be at the correct time. I believe that Tyvor was also a factor. He needs to get away from his mother and be his own man, plus you like him.”
Her cheeks flushed scarlet. “How would she know that before I had even seen him?”
“That would be the Archive mixed with the Commander. He made a match.”
She blinked. “I know about the Archive, but what is the Commander?”
“He is a matchmaker talent and one of the first of the Sector Guard. He and his wife fly from base to base finding mates for those who are not precisely in the right place to meet the one for them.” Raygar kept the healing going but he shrugged. “I have never found much of a problem locating a willing female.”
Tyvor snorted. “Willing, sure, but the one you want to wake with and work with, that is something else entirely, Avatar.”
Raygar smiled. “That explains your remaining on duty since she arrived, right down to sleeping in her vicinity when you needed a rest. Your mother, Yinka, disapproves.”
“She disapproves of many of the things in my life, why should the woman I want be any different.”
Skiria blinked and listened to their conversation for a moment before she realized that they were talking about her. “Hey!”
Raygar smirked but kept working. “The ladies do enjoy protesting, but I believe it is the feeling of being caught that startles that sound out of them. I was asking Skiria if she would consider alteration for our environment when her time as ambassador has run its course; she might consider it. She would certainly be able to wear nicer clothing. That suit’s design screams functional.”
Skiria looked down and scowled. “It isn’t that bad.”
“It isn’t feminine either aside from the body inside it. If you didn’t have that marvellous hair, I would have given up hope.”
Her mind bubbled with amusement at the situation. She had almost been burned alive for a crime she never meant to commit, and now, she was discussing fashion and femininity with the body and mind of a living planet.
Tyvor was standing and swaying slightly as his great-grandparent completed the healing. He was amused by the conversation, that much was certain.
“I haven’t had time or the opportunity to shop, Avatar.” She crossed her arms self-consciously.
“And I do not mean to mock you, Ambassador. You have many assets and that suit does a good job of concealing them. It will serve you well while you travel, but when you return to Salass, you will need a new wardrobe. I will make the arrangements while you travel. Things should be in order by the time your return.”
He straightened and stepped away from Tyvor. “There, good as new.”
“Thank you, Raygar-Salass. Your guard was upset by your passing.” Tyvor nodded and then grunted when his great-grandparent hugged him.
Raygar ruffled Tyvor’s hair, pulling it out of the braid. “I am sorry that they were so rough with you.”
Tyvor paused and then crushed Raygar in another hug. “I thought you were dead.”
“A handshake from a woman wearing gloves can’t kill me, Tyvor. You should know that; you flew with her. Does she have a malicious bone in her body?”
Tyvor released his grandparent and stepped back, wiping his eyes. “No, but you were not breathing, there were no life signs and your temperature dropped.”
“Did Salass grieve? Were there tremors in the depths?”
Tyvor shook his head. “No.”
“Look for those signs before you allow your mother to kill in my name again. I will have a long talk with her and make my wishes clear. Salass will take the necessary revenge if he chooses to. It is not for my people to decide.”
Tyvor nodded. “I will pass it along. I doubt that she will listen.”
Skiria blinked. “Right. Tea?”
She led the way into her cottage and went to the dispenser, summoning a pot of tea and three cups with all the accessories. With a tray loaded, she went to her outdoor table and gestured for her guests to sit.
Tyvor and Raygar-Salass looked surprisingly at ease sitting in the sun with a cup of tea in front of them. Skiria took her chair and sat primly while sipping at the sweet brew.
Raygar leaned back and his eyes changed to pure blue. “Well, it is good to see you up and around, Ambassador.”
Tyvor sat straight and inclined his head. “Salass, this is Skiria Linz. Skiria, this is the soul of the world speaking through my grandfather. The eyes are the clue.”
“She knows who I am, or she would if she would just check the outer dome of her mind. Lovely structure by the way; it was why Resicor chose you to be her ambassador. You can carry the message and remain untouched by it. It is a rare talent.”
“Um, thank you. May I take a moment?” Skiria bit her lip and crept up on the tenth ring in her mind. One band was alive and bright and bore the touch of Salass. They must have actually made contact for him to have made an impression on her.
Now that one segment glowed, she could see the rings on the outer layer. A quick count gave her twenty-nine dark rings in the exterior layer of her mind that hadn’t been there when she had developed her talent. The pain of the final contact with Resicor made sense now. Resicor had capped her mind, and the world hadn’t mentioned a thing.
“Do not blame your world. She could not send you out with the knowledge of what she had done. If you had been intercepted at any time, it would have ruined the plan and exposed those who assisted in it.” Salass smiled and sipped at his tea without touching the cup. It levitated into position and tilted automatically.
“I see. You are the donator for Tyvor’s power, aren’t you? It runs in your family.”
The eyes of the Avatar resumed their dark appearance. “Yes, it does. It is carried in the male genes and standard telepathy is carried on the female side. The women don’t appreciate the lack of power, but they make up for it with unforgettable personalities.”
Tyvor snorted. “That is putting it lightly. My mother’s thoughts can peel the cilia off the anemone.”
Skiria smiled and poured another round of tea. “I couldn’t possibly disagree with that statement.”
They shared a moment of laughter, and then, it was time to start planning.
Raygar tapped the table and a display of tiny glowing worlds began to spin above the table. “These are the chosen worlds, and they are waiting for you. They know of Resicor’s plan and contact with you will move it along.”
The bright globes swirled happily, and Skiria correlated them with the count in her mind. “How long do I have to do this?”
Raygar smiled. “You have eight weeks.”
Tyvor blinked, and he checked the tiny location tags. “We can’t. There is no ship in the sector that can manage that many stops, even with a jump engine.”
The smile turned into a grin. “I have an answer for that. Finish your tea and come with me.”
Skiria and Tyvor bolted their tea back and got to their feet. There was something in Raygar’s eyes…this was going to be interesting.
 
At the far edge of her tiny island, they stood on a platform and Raygar extended his hand over the water.
The sea churned and lashed at the surface as something very large began to approach.
Raygar was still grinning. “You are about to see the most treasured visitor of Salass. She has been here for two hundred years and is a tremendous chess player. I confess that I have been dreading this day as well as looking forward to it.”
Skiria blinked. “She?”
He didn’t explain, half a kilometer of shining metal came out of the sea and the water beaded and slid off. No sediment remained on its surface; the slick hull simply rejected the touch of the ocean as it climbed back into the air.
“Tyvor, Skiria, I would like to introduce you to the Yesnic Laksor.”
Skiria’s brain translated for her. “The Mind Strike?”
“Very good. It is in ancient Resicoran, but it translates well to your situation.”
“How do you know ancient Resicoran?” she looked at him briefly before watching the rest of the ship ascend until it was completely out of the water and slowly gliding toward them. Raygar was no longer controlling it. Whatever was inside the ship was now in complete control and moving on its own.
The ship cruised close to their steps, and it hovered soundlessly by the steps.
The sudden move made Skiria blink. “Now? You want us to go now?”
“There is no time to waste, and the ship has been in preparation mode for the last three months. Get going and come back. I will gather the information you need and make arrangements for an environmental alteration if you are interested. Resicor tells me that you would make the transition easily.”
Tyvor jerked his head at the ship. “Are there extra suits on board?”
“Yes, and a full food and design centre. You will have everything you need. You and Skiria will be comfortable, protected and well-armed. I am confident that you can begin and end your task with the skill you have shown in your other duties.”
Raygar hugged his great-grandson and then brought Skiria in for a crushing display of affection as well.
She felt power as well as arms surround her, and she didn’t fight the embrace.
When she stood back and looked toward the ship, it had extended a long plank toward the stone where they stood, and it was waiting patiently for them to conclude their goodbyes.
Tyvor extended his hand to her and helped her take the first step onto the ship.
There was a mind inside the ship, and it felt so familiar, she was instantly at ease.
“Welcome to the Mind Strike. My name is Lora and I will be everything around you. Come on inside and settle into the seats. We are about to head for the first planet on the list.”
The cheerful voice was very familiar, and Tyvor gave Skiria an odd look as they walked into the ship and it closed the hatch behind them.
“It sounds a lot like you, Skiria. Perhaps an ancestress of yours donated the voice?”
“All of my family have been boringly normal and firmly entrenched in their lives on Resicor. No talents of any note have emerged and no one has left, not even during the sporadic Kozue attacks. It can’t be a relative.”
“I am not your relative, Skiria Linz. I am merely the mind of the ship.” Lora chuckled. “Well, that and a bit more. Come in and have a seat. I can’t fly at full power until you soft, little things are all tucked in. This mission won’t work if you are turned into jam on our first flicker.”
It took about two minutes to reach the command deck, and the moment they were both fastened securely, the ship lifted upward.
Contemporary music of Resicor rippled through the air, and they were on their way to the first world.
 



Chapter Six
 
 
A flicker was a jump powered by the worlds themselves. There was no engine needed, just a contact from the Mind Strike to the target world.
“If you can do this, why is my presence here necessary?” Skiria asked Lora as they were on their way down to the surface.
Lora chuckled. “Because I am just a mind in a ship. Resicor has not connected me to the worlds we are landing on. That is for you to do. I cannot press my palm to their skin and make the connection with a burst of power. You can.”
Tyvor grinned. “She is not wrong. You are the component, the living representation of your people and their need for help. You have to be the one to land and to meet the Avatars. They will not accept a messenger, it has to be the Ambassador of Resicor and they know what they are looking for.”
Their flicker had not caused an energy pulse; they had moved with only a ripple of power to mark their arrival; the merest whisper of energy marked their appearance.
Lora scanned the surface of Harlisk and located the Avatar by the power signature alone. Apparently, it was unmistakable.
“I will land and let you out. Take as long as you need. I am filtering the signals to absorb the latest music from the far reaches of space.”
Skiria watched their smooth and deliberate landing. “That sounds like fun.”
“When you are a mind in a ship, you spend time making up hobbies.” Lora chuckled as they approached the smooth, sandy surface of the planet.
“Where were you built?”
Lora coughed through her speakers. “I would prefer not to say. I would have to divulge my age and that just isn’t something I am willing to do. A lady has her secrets, even a big metal one.”
As the ship settled, Lora said, “Near the entryway you will find a wardrobe and the clothing hanging on the front of the racks is for each of you. We want you dressed appropriately. After we finish here, the next clothing will come to the fore and you will wear it. Proper clothing for each job.”
Skiria blinked. “That is a Linz-family motto.”
“Is it? It is still true. Now, go and get changed. The Avatar is on her way and she will be here within the hour. It should take you half of that to get into your clothing.”
Tyvor cleared his throat. “I don’t require additional clothing.”
“You are not leaving this ship until you are properly attired, and if Skiria is ready, she is going to meet the Avatars. You can either back her up or you can sit inside and pout.”
Tyvor blinked. “I wasn’t briefed on that.”
“Raygar-Salass thought you might balk if your fashions were not under your control. It was decided that I would tell you…now.”
Skiria unclipped her harness and went in search of the wardrobe. Curiosity drove her and there was a whole new world on the other side of that costume. It wasn’t like she was going to have to deal with these folks more than once. She was content to wear whatever it took to get Resicor one step closer to her goal.
After a few minutes of exploring, she found the hangers with the variety of clothing hanging in a straight line with the first costume being front and centre. The sign above the hanger wore the word Skiria in elegant Resicoran script.
The clothing was dark purple and had a wide sash. Lora was right; it wasn’t going to be easy to get into it. A small image was hung around the base of the hanger to show her how to fit it. When she tapped the small picture, it projected into a hologram with an image of her current clothing on one side and her dressed image on the other. It was all the help Lora could offer.
Carrying the imager, the hanger and her dignity, Skiria headed for the change room behind the rack of clothing with her name on it. Based on the image she was seeing projected, this was not going to be a simple clothing change.
 
It took her nine tries and she was sticky with sweat before she finished a reasonable replica of the initial image. The comparison of her target and current images, front and back, made her confident that she had gotten as close as she could without assistance.
The dress covered her but outlined everything, and the sandals that she was wearing would never be strong enough for more than a light walk on a sidewalk. No cross-country in this outfit.
Sighing, she exited the change room to see Tyvor waiting for her in a silver sleeveless bodysuit trimmed in dark purple. The detail and fit on the suit was amazing.
“My eyes are up here, Ambassador.”
Blushing, she lifted her gaze from his groin and bit her lip. “Apologies. I am sure that there is something in there that will be just as awkward for me to wear.”
He shrugged. “This isn’t awkward. This is festival gear for Salass; however, I am aware of what your culture considers appropriate attire, and I am aware that this is a little outside your norms. There is no sense in your surprise to be taken by me as anything other than prurient curiosity.”
“How about sincere admiration?”
He grinned. “That I will accept. You look…constrained.”
With the little breath she could draw, she chuckled. “That is a mild word for it. Come on, I don’t know how much oxygen I can process with this on. Lora, is the Avatar here?”
“She is waiting on the ridge. There is no escort for her, so you can approach her directly. That will not always be the case, but you are lucky on this first contact. Harlisk is said to be reasonable.”
That phrase seemed odd to Skiria, but she walked to the door and it opened before she could touch it.
“Thank you, Lora.”
“You are welcome. I am plotting the path to the next world as I speak. I promise that there is at least one comfortable outfit in the first five.” The chuckle sounded hollow when the ship extended the plank down to the surface.
Tyvor came up next to Skiria and smiled. “Ready, Ambassador?”
She sighed. “Ready.”
She lifted the hem of the skirt and stepped onto the ramp, heading out onto the alien dunes while the dust and sand swirled around her feet. The suns pounded on her skin, and she could only imagine how uncomfortable Tyvor was. He was used to a damper atmosphere.
The ridge that Lora had mentioned was half a kilometer away, and a woman in a gold and black gown that matched Skiria’s was standing and waiting for them.
Skiria walked up the steep path, the sand slipping under her sandals and clawing at the bottom of her feet. She made it to the top of the ridge and stood a few feet away from the Avatar. The woman looked at her curiously, but the power rippled around her.
“Greetings, Avatar of Harlisk.”
The woman smiled. “Greetings, Ambassador of Resicor. I was expecting someone a little more imposing.”
Skiria smiled. “I was all she could arrange on short notice.”
The Avatar barked a laugh, and her dark brown eyes took on a gold swirl. “I await contact with my sister.”
Skiria extended her hands, palms up.
The Avatar smiled and placed her hands over the offered limbs.
“I look forward to accepting children of Resicor onto my world.”
Skiria was surprised, but the Avatar pressed their hands together, and the release of power blew them both apart.
Tyvor caught Skiria, and she looked up at him with a weak smile. “We just need to make sure she is up and then we can go.”
He lifted her in his arms, and they watched the Avatar as she lay in the sand. After a few minutes, she sat up with a blissful smile. “Thank you for your efforts, Ambassador. The link between Resicor and Harlisk is strong. Thank you for coming.”
The Avatar levitated to her feet and flew off toward distant dunes.
Tyvor walked back toward the Mind Strike with Skiria in his arms. “That seemed simple.”
She closed her eyes and leaned against his chest. A second ring was now lit and active in her mind. “Sure. It barely hurt at all.”
Darkness swam up and claimed her.
 
The ship was moving and she was strapped to a bed…again.
“Good, you are awake. I swear that low blood sugar of yours is really annoying. You need to keep an eye on it.” Lora’s voice was cheerful.
A small door opened on one side of the wall and a robot chirped and wheeled in, balancing a tray on his flat head. He unclipped the strap around her waist and she was able to sit up.
The purple dress was gone and she was wearing a sheet again. She took the tray from the bot with a murmur of thanks and sat back against the wall to fix her feeble body issue.
A knock on the door sounded as she was finishing her tea. She tucked her sheet under her arms for security and called out, “Come in.”
Tyvor entered and he was carrying a new outfit with him. His own tight trousers and boots looked excellent on him.
“I didn’t know you had a tattoo.”
He laughed. “Of course you didn’t. Now, we are in orbit around Nearhall, and according to Lora, you are going to need some help getting into this one. It tends to stick.”
Looking at his outfit, she wasn’t confident about leaving the ship wearing anything on the hanger. It looked like shreds of silk from her point of view.
He reached behind the hanger and removed another pair of sandals, but these were strappy and would reach to her knees. “Stick your feet out and I will get started.”
Bemused, she set her teacup aside and gathered the sheets so that her legs were the only thing exposed.
“I treated your wounds. Landing and walking in sand tore open the bottoms of your feet.” Tyvor glanced up at her with his solid black eyes. “Why didn’t you mention it?”
“Nerves. I just wanted to get it over with.”
“In the future, if your clothing wounds you, let me know. I could have carried you to the meeting.”
The mental image of him carrying her up the hill to the meeting made her smile. “I don’t think that would have made a good first impression. Apparently, the planets were expecting a more impressive ambassador. I fall flat.”
“You are carrying the link that Resicor needs to carry out her plan. Salass is on board and now so is Harlisk. That is two out of the thirty that Lora says you need. Let’s get you dressed and go out to bag the third.” He finished lacing up the sandals and patted her knee. “The skirt does not lend itself to undergarments, so you will have to expose yourself a little in order to get dressed. I will try to look as little as possible.”
Skiria watched as he took the skirt off the hanger, and when she couldn’t put it off any longer, she flipped back the sheets and got to her feet.
Tyvor stared with the fluttering fabric in his hands.
She blushed. “I thought you said you wouldn’t look.”
He smiled slowly, his amusement reaching his eyes as he met her gaze. “I said I would look as little as possible. I am not quite done yet, but I will bide my time.”
His hands moved efficiently, and soon, she was dressed in layers of light, fluttering silks that would expose her completely in a brisk breeze.
“It isn’t practical and would never stand up to a rainstorm, but underwater, this could be very pretty.” Tyvor caressed the contrast between her shoulder and the silk.
“Well, I suppose we had better get down to the surface. I get the feeling that this clothing could dissolve if you keep drooling like that.” Skiria snorted and edged past Tyvor and into the hallway. A quick check and she was headed for the command deck.
His steady footfalls behind her made her walk a little more quickly, but she slowed down the moment that she felt the skirts lift with her movements.
Lora commented. “Smooth the skirts out before you sit or you will crease. This is a short flight, but we don’t want to mess up that pretty outfit.”
“Yes, Mother.”
Lora snorted. “You are pretty far off there. Anyway, now that your personal dresser has joined us, we can be on our way down. They have a party planned for you, just so you know. This one will not be quick, but keep away from the Avatar’s hands. He enjoys a nice-looking female, and you are being offered as a representative of Resicor.”
“Offered?”
“Think of it more as displayed. He may get a little grabby but that is what Tyvor is for, oh, and of course the stunning on contact that is your current purview.”
Tyvor buckled in and winked at her. “I live to assist you in completing your mission. With this one, I look forward to a hands-on approach.”
She gave him a narrow-eyed look, but they were on their way down to the surface, and she was hanging on to the armrests and trying not to crease her clothes, such as they were. She had other things to do, like wondering what kind of social structure went along with being nearly naked.
 



Chapter Seven
 
 
Tyvor muttered next to her. “I think you got the better of the clothing. At least your skin can breathe.”
The humidity was intense, but the regular breezes lifted and caressed the silk. She whispered. “As long as the breezes don’t increase, I am content with the clothes for this assignment.”
They were walking through a mix of dark jungle and curious locals. The women were dressed in a minimalist manner that mimicked Tyvor’s clothing. Skiria was the only one lucky enough to be fully exposed to the breezes.
A wide platform made of polished wood rose in the centre of the forest. Skiria admired the structure as she stepped onto the platform with her skirt shifting out of the way for clear passage.
The Avatar was sitting at a small table set for two. He rose to his feet, and Skiria had a hard time finding a safe place to look. Naked seemed to be a popular choice on Nearhall.
“Welcome, Ambassador. You are welcome in peace and calm.” He walked toward her with both hands extended.
“Thank you, Avatar. You are aware that the contact will be a little abrupt on your end?”
He smiled. “All here is serene and perhaps after the communion, we may join our bodies in celebration.”
She blinked in surprise. “Uh…I am not…I am certain that it is against the beliefs of my people.”
Tyvor stepped forward and his arm fins were out. “Mine as well. She is not to engage in any sexual activity while on her mission. It would not be sound.”
The Avatar frowned. “That is disappointing. Ah, well. I suppose that we shall get to the point of things.”
With a sigh of relief, Skiria held out her hands and felt the surge of power as well as the reception of energy from Nearhall. He stumbled backward and landed on his butt, his erection pointing skyward.
Skiria swayed and reached out for Tyvor. He took her hand and placed one hand on her waist. “Easy, Ambassador.”
She straightened and inclined her head. “Thank you for your hospitality, Nearhall. My mission must continue as you no doubt know by now.”
The Avatar flopped his hand. “I do know it. Blessings on your journey.”
It was enough of a dismissal for her. With Tyvor supporting her, they headed back to the Mind Strike.
They passed through the curious onlookers once again, and Skiria sighed. “Why does this seem heavier instead of lighter?”
“What do you mean?”
“The power around my mind is turning into a collar of sorts. It is like looking out a window that is gradually getting painted with translucent colours. I can still see, but there is something changing the way I see things.”
He braced her as she stumbled on her way into the ramp and into the ship. “I would like to have Lora run some scans on you.”
Lora piped up. “I can run them, but this is normal. By the time the final visit has been made and the last world has joined the connection, Skiria will be in a relative coma.”
She had begun to suspect as much and was gratified when Tyvor flew into a rage at the ship.
Lora sighed and took the abuse while sealing the hatch and elevating them toward the cloud layer.
Skiria smiled when Tyvor brought her to the medical systems and ran what she was coming to know as regular scans.
With a clean bill of health indicating nothing more than exhaustion showing on her scans, she headed to bed once again. Tyvor followed her, helped her undress and tucked her into her bed, putting the strap over her hips and pressing a kiss to her forehead.
She blinked at the kiss, and he seemed just as surprised as she was. Neither of them mentioned it, and he smiled slightly as he left the room.
Skiria touched the spot where his lips had pressed, and her forehead tingled. It was juvenile, it was silly and it was something she hadn’t done since she was a teen. She grabbed her pillow and hugged it against her, kissing it softly in practice.
Lora’s voice was quiet. “You know, you could just ask him. He would be more than happy to let you practice on him instead of a pillow.”
“I am guessing that I have no privacy here.”
“You don’t, but why are you holding back? It is perfectly acceptable for someone from Resicor to pursue a relationship if both parties are interested.”
“I don’t think he is interested. I think I am just a new flavour for him.” Skiria mumbled it into the pillow.
“He has been off Salass before. I am fairly sure that he has sewn his wild oats or wild kelp before this point. If you don’t make a move, you are depending on him to do it, and he won’t come near you while you are on a mission. I think it would be a good idea for you to have someone to cuddle up with when the mental fatigue becomes overwhelming.”
“There is more to it than cuddling.”
“Fine, so get some physical fatigue in there and sleep better. He is in the observatory if you are interested. Your robe is on the hook next to the door. Nine hours to the next world. I am pacing myself.”
The suggestion was too tempting. Fighting her fatigue, Skiria got to her feet and slid into the robe while the ship gently rocked under her feet. She tied it around her and left her quarters, heading for the observatory. The upper deck with the glass enclosure was an excellent way to see a new world for the first time. Skiria hoped that she would have a chance to see one on this journey.
Tyvor was standing in the centre of the room and staring straight ahead as they lifted through layers of clouds with only a slight tremor in the hull.
She crept up on him and slowly circled him until she was standing between him and the view. “If I am misreading the signs, please tell me before I do something stupid. There will be no obligation on your part and no mention of it again.”
He didn’t say anything. His black eyes watched her approach, and when she put her hands on his still-bare shoulders, he didn’t move aside from tilting his head so his lips met hers halfway.
They travelled from daylight to night as they kissed. He wrapped his arms around her and lifted her until their kiss was a meeting of equals.
Tyvor leaned back for a moment. “Are you too tired for this?”
“We have nine hours. I will be tired later.” She locked her arms around his neck and pressed her cheek to his before sliding back and stroking her lips over his in a slow and repetitive motion.
He nipped her lip and paused for a moment. “You have done your research.”
“I had a week or more to do my homework, just in case.”
The cheek-to-lips move was textbook Salass courtship from a female to a male. It was the only sexual protocol she had been interested in. There were some details she couldn’t manage, like sex underwater without a suit, but she could engage in quite a few as well as variations on the theme.
As he held her, she heard the fins on his arms expanding and contracting. It was a good sign.
He shivered when she ran her hands through his hair, and when she felt tugging at the sash of her robe, she knew he was answering her invitation.
When her skin touched his, she felt a psychic sizzle as their senses tangled, and then, she stopped analyzing and just felt.
It became confusing when she tried to sort out whose body belonged to whom, but when they locked together, it didn’t matter. Her pleasure fed his and his hers; their climaxes were so close that the cascade of sensation built into another crest without warning.
 
Skiria woke up when she felt a slow and delicate licking on her shoulder and breast.
“Um…what are you doing?”
“You secrete salt water when you exert yourself.” He hummed happily and continued licking.
“It is called sweat.” Her skin heated as he searched out every bit that had not yet evaporated. “It cools me.”
His tone was low as he burrowed into her navel. “Really? You don’t feel cool.”
“Sweating cools me. You are warming me up.”
Lora’s voice broke their moment. “You know, you two have perfectly well-appointed bedrooms you could be using. You are getting stains all over my nice observatory and the bots are going to be fixing those cushions for weeks.”
Tyvor sighed and lifted his head. “Understood, Lora.”
Skiria sat up on the wreck of her robe. “I would be embarrassed if she hadn’t coaxed me into putting aside my hesitation and told me where you were.”
Tyvor got to his feet and held his hand to hers. “Then anything done here is definitely her fault.”
She let him help her to her feet, and with her robe tucked around her, she pattered back to her room with the slickness between her thighs turning sticky with every step.
She yawned and Tyvor sighed.
“I was hoping that you would have more energy than that.”
She giggled. “To be honest, so was I.” Another yawn punctuated her sentence.
“Then, it is sleep for you in my room, and I believe we have seven hours left to get you back into fully rested mode.”
“Why your room?” she yawned again.
He coaxed her against him and led the way to his quarters. “My bed is bigger.”
A few minutes later, she determined that he wasn’t wrong. It was definitely built for two, and as she snuggled against him, he moved his spines to stay out of her way. It wasn’t the most comfortable night’s sleep she had ever had, but in many ways, it was the best.
 



Chapter Eight
 
 
The first trip after they had become lovers was a bit of a challenge. It seemed that Tyvor liked her in leather even more than he liked her in silk.
Of course, the leather he was wearing didn’t do much to cool her interest. The contrasts of tight and creased, as well as the feel of the slick surface under her fingers, made her itch to touch all of him and slowly peel the uniform off him an inch at a time.
Kayakka Prime was technologically advanced, and their Avatar was bored and businesslike. He lazily sat up from the throne where he was holding court. “Ambassador of Resicor, you look pale.”
“Avatar of Kayakka Prime, you look sinister.” She bowed her head but only slightly.
He grinned, and his pointed teeth flashed in his mahogany features. His own black leather creaked as he leaned forward. “Thank you, little one. You also look very tasty.”
Tyvor shifted at her back, and she could feel the psychic snarl in his mind.
“Thank you, Avatar. Are you ready for the contact that Resicor requested so long ago?”
He got to his feet and swept down the stairs with the long leather cape sweeping on the steps. “She will hold to her promise?”
Skiria blinked and began to catch on to what her world had done. “She will hold to her promise if you hold to yours.”
He extended his hand and caressed the air above her cheek. “Two dozen of your kind is well worth the portal. Give me your hands.”
He was handsome, and when the pain and power struck him, he simply shuddered and smiled. It was not a friendly smile. “You have what you need, Ambassador. Speed off so that the agreement may take hold.”
She fought the shiver as she turned her back and walked with Tyvor out of the audience hall. The inhabitants of the city were mainly local, and the UV shielding protected them from the bright rays of the damaging sun.
“I did not like the way he was looking at you.” Tyvor spoke softly.
Skiria looked around at the semi-hostile locals. “I was not fond of it either. It is the same way I look at desserts. I know they are not good for me, but I want them anyway.”
A few of the males looked at her and gnashed their teeth in her direction. It was Kayakka Prime flirting.
They made it through the capitol city and to the spaceport with only a few confrontations. Apparently, Resicorians smelled exceptionally tasty to the blood-drinking locals.
They had just stepped onto the entry plank when Skiria felt a hand on her shoulder that wasn’t familiar.
“Come here, tasty.”
She was spun around, and a stranger pressed his mouth to hers, his lips and teeth pressing in until she tasted blood. She heard Tyvor shout and more voices, but since he could not help her, she helped herself. A spear of agony shot through her shields and into the mind of the man who was kissing her. He dropped to the ground in a moment.
Bodies went flying, and Tyvor caught her in his arms, carrying her into the ship. The ship moved and began liftoff procedure.
He carried her to the medical bay and settled her while he worked on her lips.
“Why did you let him kiss you?”
She blinked. “He grabbed me and spun me around. Letting him wasn’t precisely what happened. I couldn’t believe what was going on until I tasted blood, and then, I blasted him.”
He sighed and paused as he dabbed at her lips. “I was sluggish in responding as well. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing, and then, they grabbed me, and I pressed outward to stop them and free you, but you were already free.”
Lora came on and spoke in a tense tone. “I have informed the Avatar, and he has told me that his people were injured, two critically, in their little attack. They will be punished according to their traditions.”
Skiria winced. “That was quick.”
“The Avatar followed you back to the spaceport. He wanted to watch you move. He saw the attack but didn’t land before you had taken care of it.”
Tyvor’s attention was on his careful ministrations to her mouth, but he said, “It should not have happened.”
Lora chuckled. “It was part of Resicor’s insistence that there be no guards to escort you when you travelled. You have Tyvor and that is all.”
Skiria smiled and took his hand. “It is more than enough. Next time, we will be on our guard and not locked in private irritations.”
His fingers curled against hers. “No, we won’t. When we leave this ship, I will be your guard and not your lover. On the ship, you are mine, but out there, you belong to Resicor.”
She tried to scowl, but her lips were still sore. “I am not sure I like that idea, but we only have twenty-six worlds to go, right?”
He sighed and softly kissed her. “Right.”
The deal was struck.
 
Five weeks later, Skiria was flipping through the costumes she had worn on the different worlds, and she sorted them into a keep pile and a bury pile.
Her mind was heavy, the coloured bands were completely lit and they were flying back to finish her task. It took all of her effort just to keep her hands moving from one garment to the next, but she needed to keep busy now that she was back in the bland pressure suit again.
Tyvor smiled from the doorway. “That is quite the pile of clothing.”
“Thank you. Lora said I could keep them.”
“We are approaching Resicor in stealth mode. We should be near the surface in a matter of hours.”
“Resicor?” She paused and stared at him.
“Of course. The links have been made and you must deliver them. This is your task, and once it is complete, you can decide what to do with the rest of your life.” He grinned. “I hope it is me as often as possible.”
Skiria snorted and continued sorting while she went through the thought that she could go home once more, even for a moment.
“Have you given thought to Raygar-Salass’s offer to have you made into a Salass completely?”
She laughed. “It has run through my mind a time or two while I was thinking about all the sex positions possible when both of us can breathe water.”
He let out a low growl. “So have I, but as Lora does not have a deep tank, I put those thoughts aside.”
She smiled and finished her sort. Both of them were using her bedroom as wardrobe storage. Lora offered to hang them back up, but Skiria preferred to use the remaining costumes as a form of countdown to completion.
Now, they were on their way home and she was depending on Lora to tell her where and what she needed to do. Later that day, when Skiria was lying in Tyvor’s arms and nearing sleep, she did.
 
Invisible and silent, they glided to the surface, and Skiria was waiting to run to the open cavern that Tyvor had used to take her away. The night was firmly entrenched around them and Skiria was holding onto the straps next to the door in order to make a quick run the moment she was freed.
The heavy pull of the mind of the planet was throbbing in her veins. She would go where she was called, and hopefully, she would survive to come out on the other side.
“I can’t go with you.” Tyvor was next to her.
“I know. It is all right. I will find my way, and if I can’t find you afterward, I will call for help.”
He stroked the nape of her neck like he did before he fell asleep. “I will be there as quickly as I can in one way or another.”
She leaned into his touch and nodded. In the past weeks, he had defended her from bloodsuckers, grabby tentacles and pheromone-based seduction. She trusted him to get her out.
They settled and the door opened. She released the straps and ran for the dark hole in the side of the cliff face. Out of all the worlds she had set foot on, her own was by far the most dangerous. Other worlds wanted to investigate her for her strangeness, but the government of Resicor wanted her dead.
The open space between the hidden ship and the cliff was the most dangerous, so she used her energy to pass between them before the patrol ships spotted her. Lora was standing by with her weapons hot, but the moment she fired, her location would be identified. With luck, Skiria could get in and out without any trouble.
The weight of thirty worlds was a ball of tension in her mind as she made it into the relative cover of the cavern. The pathway was outlined in bright tendrils of rainbows, and when she could see nothing else, she could still see that path.
She could feel the heat and energy that she was stumbling toward, and while she arrived with scrapes and bruises, she made it to the outcropping over the heart of Resicor in one piece.
I am glad to see you again, daughter. The others are on their way.
Others?
The light and the darkness. They are essential to saving my people.
You mean our people.
Light laughter ran through their link. No, my people. You now belong to Salass. To save millions and generations past and future, I had to trade my people, the talents that need sanctuary. They are my envoys and will solidify the links that we lock in today.
You could have told me.
It would have made you hesitate, and there is no room for hesitation at this time. They are here.
Skiria looked over and watched the caretakers that had wired her life support. The blonde and the brunette smiled with relief when they saw her.
No words were spoken. The other two knew exactly what to do. They nudged Skiria until her hands were open and each of them touched one of her shoulders.
A ball of light emerged from the depths of the lava and darkness.
Her companions extended their free hands and the orb rested in Skiria’s palms with each of the others pressing a palm to the surface.
Now. There was no other word or warning. Skiria’s outer shielding was torn apart and distributed across the three others. They all dropped to their knees and the orb hovered as the energy deposited by the other worlds was evenly distributed.
Thank you, Skiria. Your duty is done. The ship is waiting for you to take you to safety. Our plans may now move on to the next phase.
May I know what they are?
It is best that you do not. Your mind needs to focus on starting over on a new world. We will take care of our next phase from here.
After all this, I just get dismissed?
You get set free with my blessings. Take on the form of a Salass and live your life. I have never wanted more than the survival of my dearest children. Survive and thrive, Skiria.
The warm contact between them went silent, and when the light and dark females stepped aside, Skiria was left alone.
She wobbled to her feet and staggered back the way she had come. She blindly shoved her mind out to find Tyvor, and he gripped her thoughts tightly, lifting her off her feet and carrying her through the tunnels and out into the creeping dawn where a riot of weapons was going off in the skies above.
She was yanked into Lora just before the door sealed. With Tyvor holding her with his mind, she felt the shuddering of the ship as it rose and defended itself in the same motion.
They rocked, twisted and spun as Lora clawed her way into orbit.
Tyvor settled Skiria into her seat and buckled her in from his own chair. He extended his hand to hers and she reached out and held it.
As they fought free of the inbound attacks, music filled the command deck. Skiria exhaled in relief. If Lora was playing music, the worst was over.
Tyvor cursed in a low tone, and they were both staring at a huge ship that darkened the path to the stars around them.
Lora snarled, “Eat me.” They disappeared, and a moment later, they were over the purple-blue glow of Salass.
They had made it home.
 



Chapter Nine
 
 
Lora put them back on Skiria’s island and retreated to the sea to heal. She had taken a few hits but had arrived in one very cranky piece. She would be in touch; there was no doubt about that.
Skiria sighed and leaned against Tyvor. “She has my wardrobe.”
“She will send it to you, I am sure.” He turned and caught her when she stumbled.
Raygar rose out of the water and approached them. “Congratulations. What is your verdict?”
Skiria knew that he was asking for an answer to the only true question he had ever asked her. “Yes. I will take the change. Resicor told me there is no place for me with my people, so I was given to Salass. That does not leave me an option.”
He grinned. “Good, because your bed has been replaced with a tank. We have a series of injections to give you, and then, we will wire you up and drop you in.”
She sighed. “I was so looking forward to a quiet evening.”
Tyvor gave her a squeeze. “I will stay with you and forego my normal return to the water until you can join me.”
Skiria bit her lip. “I don’t want you to go a little water crazy. If it wasn’t for that dip on Yasku, I don’t think you would have made it this far.”
His black eyes were calm. “I will wait.”
Raygar sighed and grinned. “Excellent. Come along. The doctor is waiting.”
Tyvor tensed but walked into her home with easy strides. His mother was waiting with a scowl on her features. “What took you so long?”
Skiria looked at the array of medical instruments and closed her eyes. “You are the doctor.”
“Good guess. Hold still. These will not be comfortable.”
The warning came with the first jab. Skiria hissed and waited out the additional dozen injections to her arms, legs, neck and chest. Her muscles started to jerk almost immediately, and it took Raygar to hold her down while Yinka began the wiring, tubes and mask that would keep Skiria breathing in the tank.
“Tyvor, do the honours. She is going to convulse soon and the tank is the best place for it.”
She looked at him through blurry eyes. Her vision was changing already, and the transformation was barely started. She clutched at his shoulders as he walked up the steps surrounding the tank, and when he jumped in with her, his mother shouted and Raygar laughed.
The Avatar leaned toward the tank and touched it. “We will increase the oxygen and nutrients, but come out now and then, Tyvor.”
Skiria listened to Yinka shouting, but she was too busy starting to thrash to listen to the rage of her lover’s mother. Tyvor held her tight and stopped her convulsions; his mind wrapped around her body and kept her limbs from striking the interior of the tank.
 
Ten days of soaking and watching her body change inch by inch were surprisingly fun when Tyvor shared the tank with her. After day one, he restricted his time to three one-hour sessions per day. With him inside the small space with her, she learned to use her budding fins to rise and fall in the water, and when her gills emerged, he kept her from freaking out as the cool liquid came in and she could remove the mask.
Breathing through her neck and chest was a strange arrangement, but as he kissed her and she didn’t need to stop for breath, she conceded that it was a solid system and she supported it wholeheartedly.
As the days passed, she realized that there was a new taste to the oxygenated fluid that she hovered in, it was mingling with salt water.
On day eleven, Yinka stood in front of the tank and nodded. “The change is complete, though if Raygar hadn’t been driving it, I don’t think it would have been successful.”
Tyvor was already in the tank with her, and at his mother’s words, he started to unfasten the wiring, pressing each tiny hole shut as he pulled the tube from it. When she was free, he held her close and nodded to Yinka.
The idea of being flushed into the ocean had never occurred to her. With a tremendous pressure of air, she was propelled downward, and she slipped through a tube and was ejected out and into the depths with Tyvor holding her close.
Her gills fluttered and her fins expanded as she stopped holding her breath and felt the rhythm of the water pulling at her.
Tyvor slowly released her, and she floated free, moving around carefully before moving with purpose toward the surface.
Why do you want to go there?
I want to see it with my new eyes. I can feel the changes, but I want to see what the world looks like through these eyes.
He followed her and swam circles around her as she propelled upward. She blinked away tears as the first stages of Salass courtship began. It seemed she wasn’t just the exotic fling she had convinced herself she was.
She could feel his affection burning between them, and her own attachment to him made her heart ache. Twenty feet from the surface, she stopped and remained in place. With nervous uncertainty, she looked into Tyvor’s dark eyes and aligned her inner shields, allowing him inside.
She felt him sliding his mind into hers with care, but he merely stopped at the seventh level and waited.
What are you waiting for?
For you to meet me. I do not need to delve into your thoughts to know you love me, just as I don’t need to tell you the same for you to know it. Some things go beyond words and some things lie beneath them.
Physically, he was still a few feet away from her, but her heart pounded as she worked through the shift of knowing that he knew how she felt.
I can see by your face that you are a little surprised. A woman like you does not seek out men in an observatory because they are bored or hormonal. We are connected beyond the obvious; even my mother had to admit that we are well matched once the DNA samples were registered.
Registered where?
He grinned and slowly circled her. She turned to keep him in her vision.
At the mating office. While you were sleeping, your new colouration was recorded. It is lovely by the way. Reds and bright yellow is a rare combination.
She looked down and blinked. That wasn’t there earlier!
It happened when you were completely within the sea. Our children are born on land and enter the water at age two when their lungs and gills function. That is when they receive their colouration. Until that moment, they are the same base green as this stripe on my cheek.
She watched his finger tap his cheek, and she smiled. Do they also have silver freckles?
Raygar bequeathed them to all his descendants. I would rather have had his way with women, but one will do me.
Skiria looked at him and laughed. Not anymore she won’t.
I believe I can be persuasive. He reached out and skated his fingers up her ribcage and then down to her waist.
Persuasive or not, I still need clothing. How will that be sorted?
He sighed and wrapped his arm around her waist. Come this way. Raygar has arranged living quarters for us. Your clothing is there, though I do love you in nothing but your colours.
As I do you, but if I am going to live here, and it looks like I will, I need to fit in and nudity was not something I saw in the crowds of the city.
He squeezed her and shrugged. The folk of the city are not the standard you need to live up to.
They skirted the city and the populated areas, leaving her tiny island behind. A gleam of silver under the water caught her eye. It was Lora, nestled at the base of another mountain.
I thought she was near the visitors’ quarters.
She was, now she is near our home. The mountain extends up and provides heat and power to this segment of the hemisphere. Raygar used to have a summer home here, but now, he has offered it to you, or us, rather.
Once they were even with the mountainside, they began a quick surge toward the surface. The freedom from the suit was amazing, but it left a vulnerability in its place. She wasn’t a Salass, she was only a mimicry of the species and hiding her differences seemed very important at the moment.
 
The sprawling summerhouse was lovely, and it contained clothing for both of them, as well as bots for housekeeping purposes.
Raygar was making lunch, and he complimented her on the dress she was wearing. “Thank the spark of life. I can finally see you as an appropriate mate for my great-grandson.”
She looked down at the halter-top that exposed her gills, the red sides of her body fading to orange, yellow and finally cream in the centre. Her skin was marked all over with the strange ombre pattern. Her lips and chin were their original colouration, but the rest of her was all Salass colours.
She looked around. “Where is Tyvor?”
“He is out getting fresh mint for tea. Now, I know this has been difficult for you, but you have been entrusted to my care, and I will make sure that you live to the heights of your abilities. You are being enrolled in the Citadel as a Master, and you and Tyvor will be available for missions that can use your talents. You will be the strongest team Salass has ever had.”
She blinked and looked at Raygar as he easily sliced vegetables for a salad. “I don’t know that I qualify as a member of a Salass Citadel.”
Raygar paused and walked over to her, cupping her chin in his hand. “Why not?”
“Resicor rejected me and you took me in. I am grateful, but I don’t feel an attachment to this world, beyond Tyvor.”
“Then know that you were requested, begged for and demanded, little one. Tyvor was the bait to create your attachment to this world. Resicor has guarded her children for eons, but now that they are threatened, she is willing to part with a few in order to save the many. She offered you to me so that I could make one of her children into one of mine. Your bloodlines are rare and very powerful. All the worlds who negotiated for Resicorians will treasure them and help them to live long and happy lives. We will sacrifice our own citizens to make that happen.”
She blinked at the golden eyes that denoted Salass was speaking to her. “You sacrificed Tyvor to me?”
“You needed a mate, and Raygar’s family lines are compatible. When he brought you here, we could see the connection crackling between you, and you had barely even spoken. Others were lined up, but Tyvor was the one that suited you best, and so we offered him to you. We are delighted that you have accepted.”
Tyvor’s words were dry. “As am I. To think all those years I wished for a damsel in distress…I was the one who would be the prince tied to the stake.”
Raygar snorted. “Unlikely, Tyvor. Your mind crackled the moment you laid eyes on her and your body wasn’t far behind. You tied yourself to that stake. You were just lucky to be in the running for her hand.”
Skiria crossed her arms over her breasts and stuck her tongue out for a moment. “Or for the rest of me.”
He laughed and handed the mint to Raygar as he passed him. With a swift move, he captured Skiria and bent her backward. “I plan on rescuing you from your own doubt as often as possible, princess.”
She winked and whispered an inch from his lips, “The tying up is an option as well but consult me on the day, my prince.”
 
* * * *
 
Lora kept an eye on the sensors in the summerhouse. It was almost time to kick things off, but they had to wait until light and darkness were in their proper places. Once everything was set, Lora would be able to tell Skiria what was going on, but until then, she was on her honeymoon.
The mind of Skiria Loradu Linz was just going to have to wait in the ship as she had for the last few centuries. It was time to see what was playing on Resicor. Everything had started with a certain song, and when she heard it, she would know it was time.
Plus, the song had a catchy tune, so it was win-win while she waited.
 



 
 
Author’s Note
 
 
Almost there. Almost there. You can probably see where this is going, but if you can’t…hold your breath, because I don’t know everything either.
We have met the twins; we have seen that thirty worlds have been contacted with Resicorians traded for the favour offered to Resicor. Lora is actually the mind—or copy of—Skiria, and Raygar is good in the kitchen. The Raiders are locking Resicor down and the government is killing talents to keep the planet in check.
I have to confess that I wonder what happens next.
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