
        
            
                
            
        

    Astral projection is great, but taking possession of a Guardian half a universe away is a job for a hero, not a ghost.
 
 
Simry enjoyed her escape from a world of shunning and rules that did not apply to her. Life in the Citadel could be difficult, but it had its rewards in the shape of education and friendships.
Being asked to seek out a Guardian and keep him sane from dozens of worlds away was one of the hardest assignments she had ever taken on, and it was also the most rewarding. She rescued the Guardian’s soul, kept his spirits up and made sure that he was able to survive until physical help could arrive.
N’kad was on the edge of giving up when the ghost entered his mind and took over his situation by lodging herself in his soul. The stranger in his mind was brash, annoying, and yet, she kept his attention every moment that she was with him. He would travel quite a way for a woman like that. She was his hero, after all.
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Chapter One
 
 
Simry ran a hand through her hair and smiled as she made her way through the ship. Even in her astral form, she had all the mannerisms of her body.
She walked through the walls, passed through the floors and stuck her face into sealed crates. When she concluded her search of the trade vessel, she snapped back into her body.
Her right hand trembled as she lifted it and typed in all clear. An icon flicked on her screen and the ship continued on its way.
A chime rang and she triggered her support chair into levering her upright.
Riasa wandered in and inclined her head. “You have done well today. Three ships caught with minor infractions and two with major disturbances. Now, come on and get some dinner.”
Simry chuckled and eased herself out of her station. “Is Natu busy off world again?”
“Saving lives, one rescue at a time.” Riasa grinned. “Come on. The new cook has promised something befitting Citadel Teklan.”
“Oh good. A mix of sweets and crackers.” Simry chuckled.
“And nuts. Don’t forget the nuts.” Riasa linked arms with her and hauled her out of the monitor station.
Simry grinned and enjoyed the chance to stretch her legs with the administrator of the Citadel. “So, to what do I owe the pleasure of your company today?”
“Nothing in particular. There is a situation developing and I need to know where you are in case someone has to make a move. If it does happen, it will all happen quickly. We are waiting for confirmation.”
“You are making me nervous and kinda excited.” Simry raised her eyebrows.
“Eat first. Then get to sleep. If we need to call on you, I will.”
Simry mulled that over until she was eating, and then, she looked up at her Resicoran friend. “The seers have said something.”
“Rika, one of the new ones. Yes. She knows that you will be needed, but her timelines are fuzzy.”
“Fair enough. No caf for me tonight. Any idea of a general guess?”
Ri sighed. “Sometime this week. That is as close as we can get. Can you stay close to home?”
Simry laughed. “When do I do anything else?”
 
Two nights later, Simry was woken, wedged into her bodysuit and steered toward her station. When the biojacks came out and Reset plugged her in, she knew that things were more serious than she had imagined. She was going to be in for a while.
Riasa and Natu stood next to her.
Ri smiled. “We have the signature and the world you need to aim for, as well as the relay routes. This is going to be a bit of a journey, but we promise to keep your body up and running.”
She blinked and asked, “What am I doing?”
Natu put his hand on her shoulder. “You are saving a life. A man is trapped hundreds of feet below the surface of an empty world. You need to find him and keep him alive until a rescue team can get there.”
Simry looked at the data patterns, and she eyed them warily. “These will take me deep into the Imperium.”
Ri nodded. “That is where he is. You have his location, you have his mind, go save the hero.”
Simry made a face and settled back, staring at the mental readout on the screen. Tracking people was not her favourite pastime, but if it saved a life, she would do what she could.
She drew in a deep breath, and when she exhaled, she separated her astral form from her physical. With a focus on the route, she loaded her body into the broadcast terminal and sent herself in search of the man with the mind print she was looking for.
 
The rush of being an electronic presence fueled by psychic propulsion never got old. She pinged from relay to relay, greeting each living being in their wired terminals as she passed through their minds. They would not remember her words, but they would remember the warm feel of her greeting.
Simry travelled from relay to relay until she was out in the system where her target was hidden. She found the nearest satellite and pulled herself into it, aiming her next stream of energy at the world where she could see the mental pattern.
She hooked onto that pattern and pulled herself through space, solar radiation and the tiny objects that would shred her physical form. She corkscrewed through the phenomenal distances, hauling herself along the surface of the empty world until she found the strongest point on the surface. Freshly disturbed stone proved that he had been buried. Now came the point of personal strength. She needed to pull herself to the mind under the surface, and he was quite the distance in.
She hated the idea of being buried alive, but she imagined it was worse if you actually were.
Simry dove into the rock and kept going until she reached the room deep in the skin of the world. She walked around and found the man she was looking for. He was kneeling motionless against the wall and his eyes were open wide.
She stepped into his field of vision and waved at him. “Hello.”
His mind should interpret her voice, but he didn’t move.
She paced back and forth as she debated her next move. Diving into a living being was rarely comfortable. If he had mental damage, she needed to find out quickly before she waited for him to wake up from his wide-eyed nap.
Simry hesitated for ten more seconds before she turned her back to him and reversed until her ghost was inside the space his physical form occupied. With a psychological deep breath, she merged herself into his body and entered his mind.
 
“Oh my.”
Simry was standing on a windswept plain and there was nothing around her. The sky above was pale and sandy; the ground was a darker shade but the same colouration. Normally, she would have been greeted by the being she had just broken into. Here, there was nothing.
“Damn it.” She scowled and looked around. She had options, but they would not be comfortable for him.
She looked out through his eyes and tried to calculate the amount of air he had. If he wasn’t moving, he probably had twelve hours. It had taken her three to get there.
Simry cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted, “Hey! Wake up. Or at least come and talk to me!”
She stamped her foot on the ground and clapped her hands. “Hey! Sleeping beauty, over here!”
There was still no reply. She looked around at the featureless landscape and sighed. “Fine. You want to do it the hard way?”
She generated two sabers, and with a flourish, she stabbed the ground beneath her with both blades, twisting them deep.
The ground under her shuddered, and a figure appeared twenty feet away.
“Who are you?”
She stood straight but kept her hands on the swords. “I am Citadel Specialist Simry of Teklan, monitor and ghost.”
He was still blurry and his features were not stable. That wasn’t good. If he didn’t have a sense of self, it was dangerous. If he let his mind go completely while she was in here, she would be bound to his body and that wasn’t a situation she was in favour of.
He blinked. “Do you know who I am?”
She smiled. “My assignment.”
“You are joking.”
“No. I am here to keep you alive until the rescue team arrives.”
“No one is coming for me.” He began to fade into the background once again.
She pulled a saber out and threw it to nick his upper arm. “Get back here. I am here to rescue you. Well, sort of. They sent me here to keep you stable. Will you tell me what happened?”
His body solidified under the small attack. “How did you do that?”
“Practice. Now, why have you given up?”
He was in front of her in the blink of an eye, solidifying and glaring down at her through glowing purple eyes. “I have not given up. I have been discarded.”
“Not by me. Not by my people. We don’t want you to work for us, but we do want you alive.”
He looked down at her and exhaled. “How will you get me out of here?”
“I won’t. Rescuers are coming. I am not even really here. Your body seems a little stuck.”
“I was given a paralyzing toxin. It has numbed my motor cortex, and I have been trapped in my mind.”
She nodded and kept the eye contact. “You have been letting go.”
“It seemed a better way to die than slow suffocation.” His features were solemn. “How will they get me out?”
“I don’t know. I don’t even know your name, just your mind print.”
He cocked his head. “Where did you come from, again?”
“Citadel Teklan. That is where my body currently is.”
“You are not actually here.”
“Nope.”
“Your body is nowhere to be found.”
“Well, it is quite a distance away.”
He nodded. “You are a construct of my mind.”
She exhaled in exasperation. “I am not.”
She punched him in the gut, took her saber and went in search of her other one. She heard the rush of feet behind her as she grabbed her other saber and turned to meet him as he slammed a two-handed sword made of energy against her crossed blades.
He needed to get some frustrations out of his systems, and if it brought him back to the waking world, she was all for it.
After their initial connection, she stepped back and waited for him to attack again. Whatever got his mind working was a good thing.
He struck, she blocked and they spent the next hour attacking and retreating. When she finally had him on his knees with her blades at his throat, she asked, “Will you tell me your name now?”
He swallowed. “Guardian N’kad of Emror. Well, late of Emror. I was captured on an off-world assignment, and they refused to ransom me.”
She lowered her blades. “Emror was your birth world.”
“It is my birth world. They would not pay for my return, so I was drugged and dumped down here to die. I am assuming that they sealed it up after me.”
She nodded. “Oh, yes. I examined the surface above you, and it shows recent activity.”
He swallowed. “So, we are depending on your people for my life.”
“And mine. If they don’t maintain me, I could go into shock and die without my soul in my body.”
He sat back, and she stepped away from him.
“You are risking your life to be here?”
“Of course. No one needs to die alone, and a chance to live is still a chance. With your help, we can make the most of that chance.”
She flicked away her sabers and held her hand out to his.
He stood up and looked around. “What can we do from here?”
“Show me your motor cortex and I will determine my options.”
His face firmed up a little, and she could see a smile. “That is rather intimate for a first date.”
She chuckled. “I promise not to take advantage, now show me the goods.”
His snort rumbled across the plain, and they began the walk toward the center of his nervous system.
 



Chapter Two
 
 
Simry looked down into the swirling vortex of N’kad’s representation of his mind.
“Huh. It is smaller than I thought.”
He gave her an evil look. “Perhaps it is cold in here.”
She snickered and looked for the motor cortex. Sure enough, he was paralyzed.
“It is a psychic paralysis, not a physical one.”
He blinked. “What?”
“You see those bands there? It is a psychic virus. It looks like it was designed to target someone with your mental structure.”
“Well, that is obvious.”
“Not really. Different species have minds that are truly unique. They would have to know how to target your particular system. Ah well. At least I can get around it.”
She wasn’t sure how to ask her next question, but she blurted it out. “What is it that makes you a Guardian? What is your physical talent?”
“That is a personal question.”
“I am staring into your mind right now. How much more personal do you want to get?”
“Kiss me.”
Simry blinked and stared into those brilliant eyes. “What?”
“If you are really here, I would like proof. If I kiss you, I will know that you are not part of my mind. I have never seen a creature like you, so there is no chance you are a fantasy. Kiss me.”
Simry twisted her lips and finally exhaled and moved close to him. She placed her hands on his chest, finally appreciating the differences in their height. Simry went up on her toes, and she settled back down in frustration. “Lean forward, please.”
He smiled and bent toward her. She quickly brushed her lips against his and backed away. “There. A kiss.”
N’kad gave her a searching look. “You are correct, it was. Not a very good one.”
Simry pushed away from him. “I didn’t recall you demanding a certain technique.”
He chuckled. “You are correct. I did not. I manipulate geomagnetic energy. If I could move and knew which way to aim, I could be out of here in moments.”
She wrinkled her nose again. “I need to learn how you trigger your talent.”
“I don’t think it is something I can teach.”
She inhaled sharply. “I know.”
She jumped into his arms and kissed him, pressing herself to his mental avatar as fully as she could.
He held her and returned the kiss, which allowed her to use his arousal to pick his brain.
Twice before, her career as professional ghost had necessitated her picking someone’s brain, but they had been lying unconscious, and she had used her hands. With her already inside his mind, she had to get close to him. When his tongue slid along the seam of her lips, she parted them and used his distraction to learn how he used his talent.
She tried to lean back, but he held her against him. His body solidified more and his antique-gold and smoke skin became visible. She couldn’t make him let go, but she could get out of his grip. She ghosted through him, and when she stumbled to the other side, she kept moving.
He turned and his eyes were narrowed. “What was that?”
“That was me running through you.”
“You kissed me.”
“I did, and then, I had what I needed so I tried to get loose, and I did.” She smirked.
He narrowed his eyes. “Why? What did you need?”
“I needed to learn how your body works when you use your talent. Just because you can’t blast your way out of here doesn’t mean that I can’t. I can at least buy you more time.”
“You are going to take over my body?”
“Yes, but don’t worry. I won’t do anything weird. I just want to get some air in here. You are in a sealed chamber after all.”
“You can do that?”
“I can. It isn’t comfortable, but I can.” She shivered. “Wearing boys is weird.”
“When will you do it?”
“Are you fine if I go now? There is no point in waiting. I promise I will return as soon as I finish.”
N’kad nodded and he swallowed. “Please come back.”
She wanted to take a step toward him, but she pulled herself out of his mind and inhabited his bones, muscles and skin.
The power trigger wouldn’t be under her control for long, so she blinked his dry eyes and looked for the cave-in site. She couldn’t move much of him, but she could move his arms, and with the arms aimed toward the very stone that had sealed him in, she triggered his talent and bored a tunnel through the stone and to the surface.
His arms returned to his sides and the loose rocks tumbled, but fresh air followed. She felt the easing in his chest as air came to him, and she was thankful that the paralytic had not worked on his involuntary muscle movements.
She closed his eyes and withdrew back into his mental plain. She wasn’t surprised to find him waiting.
His hug was just bordering on painful when he finally released her.
“You have air. Now, we just have to wait until they come to rescue you.”
“Will you stay with me?”
She stared up at him. “I will be honest. No. When they send me the signal that they are in the vicinity, I will return to my body and they will help me integrate again. It is rare that I have been away this long. It will be painful.”
“Is your presence here dangerous?”
Simry pressed her lips together. “Yes and no. This is my job. I know the risks. Coming to help you was worth the risk.”
He scowled. “That is my job. It is up to me to take the risks.”
“Not this time, hero. You need help and not accepting it is arrogance. Don’t be a twit.” She patted his chest.
“How long have we been here together?”
She did a check. “Thirteen hours.”
“It feels like seconds.”
“That is the joy of mental interaction. I never know if it will expand or contract time. It depends on your partner.” Simry laughed.
“As do many things.”
She was about to figure out if he was serious or being a little flirty when there was a sharp tug on her mind.
“N’kad, your ride is here. I am going to go and send them to the precise location. Be good and don’t worry if you don’t remember this. Few people do.”
She kissed him quickly, pulling his head down to hers and releasing him when she was pulled again. “Gotta go. Nice meeting you.”
In a bright rush of energy, she was pulled out of him, quickly sent the Guard ship the location of their target and followed the path back through the relays and into her own body.
 
Simry heard Reset groan in relief.
“She is back.”
Riasa muttered, “As soon as she is awake, I am going to kick her off the central tower. Twenty-six hours. She has never been gone that long.”
Simry opened her eyes. “It felt like thirteen.”
Her throat was hoarse, and Reset was fussing with her bio signs and a scanner.
“Simry, stay still and let me hook up the IVs. You are integrated but your body was working slowly, even for you. You are dehydrated and lacking a lot of nutrients. I don’t know what you were doing, but your tether was so thin that Finder could barely see it.”
Simry thought of the kiss and her pulse speeded up.
Riasa smirked. “Oh, that.”
“I wasn’t doing that, but N’kad was in a horrible position, and I am waiting for confirmation that they have him.”
“They have him. The notice came through while you were fighting to integrate. He is in rough shape, but he is alive and on his way here. Reset has a chamber prepped for him, because he has to go through full decontamination and quarantine.”
“Good. They infected him with something.”
Ri nodded and went to massage Simry’s feet at Reset’s instruction. “We are aware of it. He was the test case. His people are currently being threatened with the same infection.”
“Oh, dear.”
Reset chuckled. “No kidding. That is an understatement. We need N’kad to remain infected while we work on a cure.”
Simry gasped. “You can’t be serious.”
“He has the only living sample of the virus. If they had been able to kill him directly, I am sure they would have, but they didn’t think he would be found.” Reset worked Simry’s fingers and brought the feeling back into her fingertips.
“Isn’t M’rin here today?”
Reset smirked, “We thought that since you had risked yourself and your sanity, you might appreciate having me here in case anything didn’t quite line up right.”
“The thought was nice, but I am a professional.” It was a little hard to feel like an adult with two women working on her circulation and rubbing her hands and feet.
Simry lay back and let them finish. “I want a cookie.”
Riasa chuckled and said, “As soon as you get to the commissary, you can have whatever you like.”
Simry grinned. “Good. I have plans to scare the kitchen staff.”
 



Chapter Three
 
 
Simry was playing something that the Terrans called basketball out in the courtyard when the ship carrying N’kad arrived.
When she paused, the herd of players thundered past her. She watched the shuttle land with the beacon of the familiar mind blazing brightly to her senses. She exhaled in relief and rejoined the game. He was alive and he was on Teklan. Reset could take care of all of the rest.
She grabbed the ball and dribbled it down the court, heading for the hoop with focus. Exercise was part of her physiotherapy. Her body lost touch with her mind on some days, and things like this kept her focus.
Simry kept playing with the others until her exhaustion drove her to the side of the game and another eager member of the Citadel ran forward to take her place. They didn’t really keep score, they were just happy to have something to do on lazy, sunny days.
She glanced over her shoulder at the elegant spire of the new Citadel and tried to figure out where her office was. She could never manage to count up to the seventeenth floor. Her attention always wandered by twelve.
“Why so distracted today, Sim?”
Leodar sat next to her, his torso gleaming with sweat.
She made a face. If she had been interested in him, she would have been over the moon, because he seemed to be fixated on her and he was well worth a second look. The spots that trailed down his back made Simry want to follow the line over his pert backside, and it was the same for the spots running down his chest. His feline attributes were mixed with stunning masculine features that synched with his main animal.
As it was, she appreciated him as a friend and nothing more than artistic appreciation went through her mind when she looked at him.
“I was distracted by the incoming shuttle. I recognised one of the occupants.”
He smiled at her. “An old friend?”
She shook her head as she thought of N’kad. “No, I think he is a new one. I am not sure though, he may be a little perturbed with me.”
Leodar’s face went flat. “Why would he be?”
“I sort of left him alone and stranded on an empty world.”
He chuckled. “And now he shows up here? He must be a glutton for punishment.”
Simry thought about what she knew of the Guardian. “I think he is a man searching for a purpose.”
“Are you going to be that purpose?”
She stared at him as if he had grown a second head—which she had seen him do—and she slapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t be stupid. I am not a field agent, not like he is.”
“And you won’t ever be. Don’t forget that.”
Simry was shocked. She got to her feet and muttered, “Nice pep talk.”
He got up and tried to follow her. She hit him with a stunning blast from her mind, and she sprinted into the Citadel. If she couldn’t relax, she may as well work.
“What are you doing here?”
Rinway came in while Simry was buckling into her seat.
Simry tapped at her screen with angry fingers. “I am going to run some systems’ scans on the unmanned relay stations.”
“Those aren’t scheduled for two weeks.”
“I know. I have some time today, so I thought I could knock out the worst of it.”
“Do you need a monitor?”
“I would like someone to check on me every hour or so.”
“Done. Keep an eye on yourself as well. Those stations can be tricky.”
Simry nodded tersely and gave the supervising administrator a smile. “I will be fine. I just need to be somewhere else.”
“Right. Fine. Log your time and keep track of where you have been. Those stations have been cracked for their power packs, so keep an eye on any weird security readings.”
Simry checked the furthest location and she nodded. “Will do. Off I go.”
She settled back, clipped her monitor onto her wrist and neck and relaxed in the chair, sending her mind through the top of the spire and through the web of relays to her destination. She could always lose herself in work.
 
* * * *
 
N’kad woke with a rush of pain, sending the woman next to him tumbling backward. The Kozue warrior at his side gently pushed him back down to the table.
“Easy, Guardian. You are on Teklan Base. You are with the Sector Guard.”
The woman approached again. “I am Reset, and I took samples from you before I healed you. We will be able to analyze the toxin if they try to use it again.”
N’kad groaned and put his hand to his forehead. “What is that pain?”
The warrior chuckled. “My wife’s hands have a healing touch, but she is more about speed than subtlety.”
The woman grinned, her deep blue hair shivered in a wave across her shoulders. “This is my husband, Mist.”
“I am pleased to meet you. I am at the Guard base?”
Reset smiled and nodded. “General Brodin would like to speak with you and offer you a position if you are interested.”
He looked down at himself and was unsurprised to find that he was unclothed. “Is there something I can wear?”
Reset blushed. “Of course. We had to put your body and clothing through quarantine and sterilization. The fabric didn’t stand up to the process.”
Mist chuckled. “A suit is being delivered outside our isolation unit. I will retrieve it for you.”
N’kad watched as the warrior disappeared into a cloud of tumbling vapour that left the room and spilled through a seal in the door, to reform on the other side.
“He is...” N’kad didn’t have the right term.
“Nishan. An animorph. He can take any form, but this is the one I prefer, so it is the one wears.” Her lips twitched in smile.
“Interesting dynamic.”
Reset grinned outright. “Oh, that is not the only form we use for intimacy, just the one I am most comfortable with.”
N’kad blushed, as Reset was matter of fact about her relationship.
“I see. How did I get a suit?”
“Fixer has blanks made up, and when someone arrives, she tailors it to their measurements and energy requirements. Once you are dressed, we will take you for some food and you can recharge a little.”
Reset cocked her head. “If you can stand, we can run some scans on you while we wait.”
He nodded and slowly got to his feet, stepping onto the glowing platform as a cylinder of light ran up and down his body.
“Blood pressure is good, temperature is good, you are weak but that is to be expected, and a little bit of the psychic contact is still left over from Simry’s visit.”
He blinked. “You know her? I thought I had imagined her.”
It was rare that he would imagine a woman whose attitude did not involve being at his beck and call, but he had still thought that Simry was part of his paralysis. Since he could not move, his mind had invented a woman who could move him. Apparently, he was mistaken.
“Oh, she is real. She works over at the Citadel doing security sweeps.”
“So, she is here?”
“Not in this building. No. She is over at the Citadel. She hasn’t had to come in since after she returned from finding you.”
“She had to come here?”
“Of course. If she does a job for the Sector Guard, she needs a medical clean slate before she can return to her normal work.”
Reset smiled brightly. “You are clear to leave isolation. Mist just arrived with your clothing.”
She tapped at the screens and quickly signed with her thumbprint.
“You are the chief medical officer?”
“Yes. I had to withdraw the blood samples because my talent reset you to the optimal specifications for you as determined by your genetics.”
“So it is as if I was never infected?”
Reset nodded. “Precisely. So, you have no resistance to the agent should they try and infect you again. They won’t know that, but you need to.”
“So, Emror is unprotected?”
“It is. Nothing has happened yet, but if it does, we are the nearest station to it. We don’t often go into the Imperium, but we can if invited.” Reset smiled tightly. “Come on and get some clothing on. As fun as this has been, I am guessing that I am enjoying myself more than you are.”
N’kad followed her out of the isolation cell and into the main medical area. Mist was indeed back with a block of fabric held on one palm.
The suit was nearly a perfect fit; there were only a few minor areas that tugged when he moved. It was definitely more comfortable than his previous uniform.
Reset finished her paperwork and grinned at him. “Now that you are dressed...lunch?”
Mist smiled. “Please join us for a meal. She gets cranky when she doesn’t eat on time, and she has been working on you for close to a day. Your body had begun shutting down, so she had to bring you back one organ at a time.”
N’kad looked at Reset again. “Thank you.”
She inclined her head. “It is all part of the service.”
 



Chapter Four
 
 
Simry sat up and unplugged her monitors after working off her irritation for six hours.
Rinway came to her and eased her back to the bed. “You were in there for a while. Your readings are a little extreme.”
Simry snorted. “I feel more relaxed, so it was worth it. Seven stations cleared, and now, I am heading downstairs for something to eat.”
“Do you need a hand?”
“Just my cane.”
Rinway winced. “Right. Give me a minute.”
Simry tried not to use her cane unless she needed it. It was a reminder of her early years with a broken leg that hadn’t healed and a limp that came everywhere she did. During her first week on Teklan, Reset had healed her leg, but she still limped when she was tired, muscle memory took over so that she shifted her weight and staggered when she walked. Today was one of those days.
Rinway brought in the cane and handed it to her.
Simry smiled and got to her feet. The carvings were the same ones her father had etched into the wood when she was fourteen.
Talents were not given medical intervention for any illness in her society. If the gods willed them to survive, they would and thereby prove their blessing. It was only when a hidden recruiter for the Citadel came through that Simry learned she was not blessed or not the way she had thought.
Leaving old religion behind and escaping into a shuttle under cover of darkness had started her new life. Three years later, she had gone from Citadel Thoola to Teklan and was now fairly settled in her career.
She walked slowly out of her workroom and headed for the lift. Today was no day to take the stairs.
Simry made it to the main floor, and she walked over to the commissary. It would be awkward to get her meal with the cane holding her up, but she would manage. She always did.
 
* * * *
 
N’kad sat across from General Brodin, and he waited for the demand to come. It didn’t appear.
Instead of a demand, the general smiled. “I would like to offer you a position in the Sector Guard.”
N’kad leaned back in his seat and blinked. “What position?”
“That of Guardsman. You are already trained and have control of a tremendous talent. You could save lives and help those in need.”
N’kad rubbed a hand over his face. “I would rather take some time off.”
General Brodin nodded. “Of course. The Citadel offers classes in a variety of disciplines if you are interested. There are also some music, dance and sculpture classes available.”
The sudden shift made N’kad blink. “You are serious?”
“Of course. If you choose to take assignments with the Citadel, you can earn funds over and above what you make as a Guardsman.”
That surprised him. “I get paid?”
“The moment that you sign the contract. Equipment, uniforms and accommodations are included as well as training and weaponry. Citadel courses are offered free to Guardsman.”
“How long is the contract?” N’kad was smiling; they knew just where to tempt him.
“Two years if you are already trained, three if you are not.”
“Do I choose my assignments?”
“No. We choose and you go where you are sent, even if you are not fond of the world that we send you to. One assignment and then home again.”
N’kad sighed. “I don’t really have anything else to do, so where is the contract?”
Brodin smiled, flashing his sharp teeth with his horns gleaming in the light. “Here you go.”
The tablet slid between them, and N’kad looked over the contract, noting that the Sector Guard had the right to assign him a partner. The partnership was not permanent unless both parties agreed on it.
“What is this about a partner? I work alone.”
“We rarely send Guardsman out alone. It isn’t safe, and we want you back alive.” Brodin smiled.
N’kad blinked. “Interesting. Well, nothing here is objectionable.”
He signed the contract and slid the tablet back.
“Did Reset show you your quarters?”
N’kad nodded. “She did. Reset and Mist have been most helpful.”
“They are that. Have you met Fixer and Shade yet?”
“I was introduced to Fixer. I have never seen a woman eat that much.” He chuckled.
“Her talent is for molecular manipulation. She has to replace what she uses or she burns up her own body mass.”
N’kad was surprised that he was getting the details of someone’s talent.
Brodin witnessed the contract with the tap of his finger, and he smiled. “Welcome to the Sector Guard Base Teklan. You can have as much acclimation time as you need. Visit the Citadel when you wish, and the course list is on a flagged file on the terminal in your room. Food and drink is in the commissary with a small dispenser in your quarters, specifically equipped uniforms are available on appointment with Fixer.”
N’kad put his hands on his thighs. “Is that it?”
“Yes. There is a com system built into your suit. If there is anything urgent, we will contact you.”
Being free to wander on an alien world was a new experience. Emror had been his home for his entire life. He had never anticipated leaving, but then, he had never imagined that his people wouldn’t pay a modest ransom for him. He had been their hero. In their eyes, he should have saved himself.
He stood, inclined his head and left the office, heading for the door to the fresh air of Teklan and the path to the Citadel.
 
* * * *
 
Simry worked her way through her meal and settled in one of the comfortable chairs with a tea tray next to her.
A few friends came by to see how she was doing, and even Leodar settled into a chair nearby to apologize.
“I am sorry. What I said was...It was uncalled for.”
“What you want, I can’t give. I am not the one for you; our minds are on such different frequencies, it is sometimes painful to be near you. You know that. At least let me think about a life with someone I could partner up with, in any sense of the word, without giving me attitude.”
Leodar sighed and put his head in his hands. “I know. I am sorry.”
“I am not a damsel in distress, and you don’t need to rescue me. I am a bitchy cripple who just wants to do her work and occasionally have cake.”
“You are not a cripple, you know it is mental.”
Simry grinned that he didn’t refute the bitchy portion of her comment. “I know, but ten years of motion doesn’t just disappear when Reset does her thing. She can’t reset my muscle memory, so this is what happens when I get irritated and stressed. I didn’t have my cheering and massage squad today when I woke up, so I will have to sleep it off.”
“Don’t you have a class tomorrow?”
“I do. I can teach astral manipulation as well with my cane as without it.”
A deep voice sounded nearby. “You teach?”
She looked up, way up, and there was a face she thought had to be an egotist’s memory.
Simry smiled up at him. “You made it.”
N’kad inclined his head. “I did. Thank you.”
He reached for her hand and bowed until he brushed his lips across her skin.
Leodar got to his feet. “You have met?”
Simry felt the tingling on her skin from the light contact as she retrieved her hand. “Yes. Dozens of worlds ago. It is good to see you up and around. You are taller than I thought.”
He smiled. “And you are actually real.”
Leodar cleared his throat. “Pardon me. Who are you?”
N’kad turned to him and extended his hand. “I am N’kad, new Guardsman attached to Teklan Base.”
Simry made the rest of the introductions. “He is Leodar and I am Simry.” She winked.
Simry looked at the pleased expression on his face. She knew he was relieved to have found a place to belong and a duty to follow. “Congratulations.”
“As I am new here, I would be honoured if you would give me a tour.”
“I would be delighted.” She took her cane and levered herself upright.
Instead of commenting on her disability, he simply offered her his arm.
Leodar looked as if he would comment, but she glared at him and he backed away.
She curled her hand around N’kad’s bicep, and she gestured to the room around her. “This is the dining and common area. There are common areas on each floor, as well, for group vids and that sort of thing.”
“You seem to have a fair selection of food items here.” He walked slowly, and she kept her balance with his help.
“There are a wide variety of species here. Some can’t digest certain foods, others eat seasonal foods only. They have to make sure that all of us thrive and survive.” She smiled.
She showed him their medical center. The gym. The gardens that were just beginning to take shape and the lecture halls where the optional education was always offered to any who wished it. They walked slowly, but her limp was barely noticeable.
When they were in the gardens and sitting on one of the benches near the new fountain that was being constructed by the stone-manipulation class, he finally asked her. “Why do you use a cane?”
She sighed. “Sorry. Habit. When I use my talent too extensively and don’t take the proper precautions, my body remembers that it spent over a decade with a malformed leg. The damage isn’t there but the memory is, so I pick the cane up on those days.”
“So, when you overtire yourself?”
“Yes, or when I ghost while angry.”
“You did that today?”
“I did. I was irritated by a friend’s comment, so I threw myself into my work, which left my body and mind tenuously connected. That is what causes my body to go into old patterns.”
He took her hand. “Did it happen while you were with me?”
“No. I had friends giving me massages to get all the nerves and muscles to line up. They took good care of me while I was coming back to myself.” She smiled.
“I will be honest. I didn’t think you were real.”
She chuckled. “To be frank, I doubted that you were as handsome as I see now. Folk have funny views of themselves and the physical seldom matches the astral.”
“Thank you, I think.”
“You are welcome.” She winked at him.
“So, what do you do here?”
“I run security scans on unmanned vehicles, on satellites, anywhere that has no atmosphere but can be taken over by those who are unscrupulous or predatory. I have walked through more silent hallways than anyone I know.”
“Do you enjoy it?”
“It is all I have. I am not physically capable of being out in the field without special equipment and I haven’t saved enough money for it yet.”
He frowned. “You have to pay?”
“For my own equipment? Yes. If it isn’t a life-support matter, Citadel Specialists and Masters have to pick up the tab for all incidentals. Even rations are deducted from our pay.” She smiled.
“Oh, I thought that the Sector Guard and the Citadel were the same.”
Simry laughed. “The Citadel is a school and employment center with occasional forays into being a refuge. The Sector Guard goes in for rescues and natural disasters. More law enforcement and emergency services.”
“I heard you mentioning teaching when I arrived.”
She blushed and rubbed the back of her neck. “Ah, yes. I do teach from time to time. Tomorrow, I am teaching a class on why a psychic would use astral projection and how to protect yourself from exterior interference when you are away from your body.”
“Are there spaces available?” He quirked his brow and gave her a charming smile.
She had to admit, she was charmed. She had been in dozens of bodies, but his was the only one she had wanted to explore.
“Um, you would have to check the registration. I just show up, and if there are folks to speak to, I talk.”
He inclined his head. “I shall look into it. I have a few weeks off and would enjoy learning what I could about the Citadel and its people.”
There was much more in his tone than a simple interest in education.
“Well, it is time for me to head to medical, so I am afraid that this conversation will have to come to an end.” Simry got to her feet and balanced with her cane.
“Are you ill?”
“No, but I need a massage to get to sleep tonight. My mind is remembering an old pain, and it will remain with me until I can purge it. I am used to it. Even with Reset’s help, this is as good it will get.”
He offered her his arm again. “You need a massage to rest?”
“Yes. That or a sedative. I just prefer the rubdown that reminds my body that my leg is no longer broken.”
N’kad nodded and escorted her to medical. “Well, thank you for your time. The information you have given me has been most helpful.”
Simry smiled. “I am glad you are up and around. Enjoy your new life as a Guardsman.”
He bowed and pressed a kiss to her hand again. “You know, I think I will.”
Simry watched him disappear down the hall before she hopped into the med center. “M’rin, I did it again.”
 



Chapter Five
 
 
Simry tried to remain calm and centered as she faced the full class. Fifteen faces stared at her and one was increasingly familiar.
“Astral movement is a fairly common talent. It can be anything from seeing visions of another room to sending your consciousness across the stars. It can be done in dreams or while wide awake. Not all psychic talents can engage in this manoeuvre, but for those who can, recognisance is a matter of sending your mind to a place where your body can’t go.”
Simry flicked the screen behind her and images of men and women on life support scrolled across in a slow procession. “When you leave your body for a living, you need to know where you have put it. Most astral walkers who have issues in finding their bodies end up unravelling across space, a blip on a sensor until they fade away. Keeping control over your body and its location becomes a matter of survival.”
Several of the students in the lecture hall looked ill.
“Today, we will discuss your tether, protecting your body and holding your mind in a tight column. Who here is familiar with the relay system?”
Three of her students raised their hands.
“Well, for those of you who are unaware of the relays, they are talents and simply open-minded individuals who act as a secure transit point for information. That will include some of you. By going through the relays, you have a last point of contact and a first point of contact. You can literally find your way home by remembering the first and last place you went. The relays will do the rest.”
One student called out, “Can’t the relays tell us which way to go?”
Simry shook her head. “No. We are routed through a portion of their brain that they don’t use for active cognition. That is what makes them relays, they can compartmentalize their minds to let information simply glide through using their thoughts as locks similar to those on waterways.”
She went on and explained how relays functioned and how they were of no help to anyone in an emergency. It was a lie, but it served its purpose.
The next phase was to show how the psychic could more easily project themselves if their bodies were comfortable.
A copy of her chair was on the speaker’s dais, and she settled into it. “Finding the means and method for making yourself comfortable is the key to being effective. For some, they curl into a ball, others cross their legs and meditate, others kneel and a few can even do this standing up. The astral projector attaches monitor leads, which alarm if he or she suffers any physical stress. This pulls the wanderer back to the body with a disorienting snap, but it gets you back where you are supposed to be.”
She clipped the lead to her finger and another around her neck. With a deep breath, she relaxed, left her body and ghosted into the computer, projecting herself on the screen.
“Now that I am in the computer, I can manipulate it to my purposes. This is my particular skill and one I had no idea I possessed until I left my home and entered the Citadel.”
While she was in the machine, she continued to talk as a small gun rose from the machine and panned the room.
“Control of mechanical objects is not an unknown skill, but actually keeping your consciousness inside it is a little different. I am inside the machine and moving it by its own means and methods. I can’t change its shape, and I, also, cannot phase my body into it. My body is vulnerable and unprotected. Any of you could go up and do anything from stabbing me to shaving my head and I am helpless. This is the exchange of the astral projection. You get massive travel abilities and your body could be murdered while you are gone, that is why the monitors are vital. Do not leave your body without them.”
She resumed her body and removed the leads.
The rest of the course was about insulating their minds and crafting a tether to keep them tied to their bodies.
When the chime rang, she sighed in relief and thanked everyone for coming.
N’kad came up to her and waited in line as the students pelted her with questions. When he stopped in front of her, he inclined his head. “Thank you. It answered many questions.”
She smiled and blushed. “I am glad. I am off for lunch. Would you join me?”
He sighed. “I regret that I have booked another class. Please excuse me. Thank you again for the informative morning.”
He nodded again and headed down the aisle to the door.
Simry sighed softly as she watched him go. Wide shoulders, a narrow waist and an intriguing backside made the view extremely entertaining. The tawny colouring of the suit enhanced the nearly nude factor of the suit, and her admiration would have been unremarkable if he hadn’t turned slowly in the doorway and winked.
Simry felt her knees buckle as she fought the urge to flee her body. She simply grinned and shrugged, waving him on his way.
She fanned herself with the edge of her instructor’s robes, tidied up the room and headed to the commissary for lunch.
She joined friends and sat around discussing the pros and cons of teaching new recruits how to leave their bodies. As if to prove her point, one of her students dropped to the ground across the dining hall.
Simry took a deep breath, left her body and went to hunt down the loose soul on the astral plain. It looked to be that kind of an afternoon.
 
* * * *
 
N’kad worked at the simulator; his hands looked ridiculously large on the computer-generated limb under his palms. Taking a massage course had become mandatory when he had expressed his desire to be partnered with Simry on all future assignments.
He hadn’t told her yet, but if he couldn’t manage to learn enough about her to keep her healthy while they travelled, General Brodin and Reset would not let them be together. It would be financially beneficial to her, and he would have her close.
Even though it was an assignment, he had felt a connection between them when she teased and taunted him back into caring about the world around him and his part in it.
She had given him a reason to live, whether she knew it or not. He was going to be worthy of her effort and keep her whole during their assignments.
The healer who was guiding the class came by and checked the readouts. “Excellent, N’kad. Just the right amount of pressure.”
He nodded but didn’t lose his focus. He kept his hands moving over the simulation until the class was over. When the class was over, he thanked his instructor, flexed his hands and returned to the Guard base.
Fixer was fitting a shuttle with a suspension couch for Simry, as well as working on a suit that would work to keep circulation moving while she was immobile. N’kad had ten more days to learn everything about his soon-to-be partner before he was going to have to tell her what was going on. Maybe he should aim for eight days. It might take her a while to calm down.
 
* * * *
 
Simry finished an afternoon of work and headed to medical. Three more of her students had jumped out of their bodies just to see what they could do. Two had broken wrists and one had a concussion.
Simry settled in a chair and quickly caught her loose students, stuffing them back into their bodies. The medical students took it from there, healing the broken bones and the contusion with their own means.
Simry sighed and got to her feet. The healing instructor grinned.
“I do love your classes. We always get to practice right afterward.”
“Not as much as the flying course.”
“No, not as much as that, but a lovely variety of coma and injuries. It really makes us work.”
Simry stretched. “I am so happy I can be of use. No matter how many times I tell them not to do something, they seem drawn to it.”
Healer M’rin looked them over. “They don’t seem incredibly stupid. Just adventurous, I suppose.”
As Simry glared at her students, they looked sheepish and glanced at each other.
“It was a group effort. They wanted to try it together. Gee. I hope I got them back in the right bodies.” She raised her voice for the last sentence.
M’rin caught on. “I hope so. The last time it happened, we had them mixed by the psychic-healing class. It took you a while to help sort them after that.”
Simry gave a theatrical shudder. “Or the two that were spliced together.”
The three in the beds were staring at their limbs and trying to figure out if they were who they thought they were.
Simry chuckled and headed off for dinner.
M’rin stopped her. “Drinks later?”
“Sure. I will meet you in the dining hall.”
“I will be there as soon as this bunch is sorted. Yivick is a fire healer, so this is not going to be fun.”
Simry left quickly before the screaming started. Flame healing was definitely not something she enjoyed experiencing or listening to.
Dinner with friends and drinks with M’rin seemed to be her kind of evening.
 
“So, why is the new Guardsman taking massage courses?” M’rin looked at her over the top of an ornate cocktail glass.
Simry spluttered. “What?”
“I was teaching a therapeutic massage class this morning, and he was in it.” M’rin smiled slyly.
Simry blotted at her lips with the back of her hand until M’rin handed her a napkin. “Did he say why he was in the class?”
“Nope. He was just intent on learning all he could with the simulators.”
“Let me know how he does with a living patient.”
“You aren’t going to volunteer? You normally offer your body for education.” M’rin grinned.
“I...”
M’rin laughed out loud. “There is something between you, isn’t there?”
Simry remembered being in his mind. “Not as much as I would like. I was inside him and that creates a bond on both sides.”
“Oh, sounds dirty. Tell me more.”
She sighed and made a rude gesture while drinking deep of the cocktail. “Nothing to tell. I kept his thoughts company while his body was paralyzed. He focused entirely on me.”
M’rin gave her a long look. “That explains his fixation; what about your reaction?”
Simry blinked. “What do you mean?”
“When you think about him, you smile. It is a slow, sexy smile that has never crossed your face in my presence, not even when Leodar is doing naked yoga.”
“I...” she rubbed the back of her neck. “He was a hero to his people, and they just threw him away, yet he still wants to save them. It was in his mind when I was inside him. He wants the best for his people even if they abandoned him when he needed saving.”
“And you are interested in him beyond the wounded-warrior attraction.” M’rin had that sly smile again.
Simry got up and refilled their drinks. “I am not sure. Aside from a few disasters as a teen, I haven’t really sought out the opposite sex.”
“Or the same sex, though I have offered.” M’rin sighed wistfully.
“As pretty as you are, you are not my type. You are far too fickle. A nice compound fracture and I would be yesterday’s news.” Simry chuckled.
“I am not that fickle. It would have to be major body trauma to take me away from the pools of your eyes.”
“I thought it was my deep purple hair that caught your attention.” Simry flipped the cropped locks of her hair.
“Yes, but the crystal blue of your eyes keeps it.” M’rin winked.
They sat in silence for a moment, and then, Simry sighed. “Do you really think he is interested in me?”
“He massaged the legs of the simulator until it wanted to be with him. I am pretty sure that he is learning for you.”
Simry felt a light blush running over her skin. “Well, I am still not going to volunteer to be manhandled in front of a crowd.”
M’rin nodded. “Of course you aren’t. Drink up. I intend to ply you with alcohol, vids and conversation to get you to bend to my will.”
Simry emptied her glass and held it out. “You are welcome to try.”
“Oh, I do love a challenge. So, what shall we watch tonight?”
“Greatest mech fights in the last three months?”
M’rin grinned and ordered the vids. “I think there was a championship.”
Together, they huddled on the couch and cheered on the mech pilots as they smashed the machines to pieces in organised combat. It was a girls’ night in to remember.
 



Chapter Six
 
 
Lying on the massage table, Simry could feel N’kad staring at her. Too bad for him, she was the class dummy, and M’rin was demonstrating on her.
The sheets were tucked and draped across her hips and breasts. M’rin demonstrated how living tissue did not move like the simulators.
“Simry very kindly ran her talent to the edge, and now, she is a giant knot of muscle and pulled tendons. She is a mess. I want each of you to come here and examine what actual, genuine tension feels like, and yes, she is allowed to make noises.”
The six students converged on her and nearly everyone touched a limb or joint.
It was the fourth time that she was offering herself for groping, and at least, this class was being careful.
“Ow. Knee. Ow.” She twitched as the student tried to straighten her leg.
N’kad was at her feet with his hand just above her ankle. “Simry, where is your point of greatest tension?”
She looked down her body and up to his face. He was serious and intent.
“Left leg, calf and ankle. Inner knee.”
He nodded and edged the other student out. “May I touch you?”
“Yes, you may.”
The other students pulled their hands back with a jerk. It was the first rule of therapeutic massage at the Citadel that agreement had to be given before the treatment could start.
His examination was slow, and M’rin invited the other volunteers in to lie at the different stations. N’kad had asked for permission, so he got to work on Simry. She was the greatest challenge in the class.
He worked along her skin, applying a massage oil to let his fingers glide over her.
“You are right; this leg gets very tense.”
“I am surprised you figured out the permission thing.” She twisted her lips and relaxed.
“I picked up on the clue when Instructor M’rin said you were allowed to make sound.” He smiled slightly, but his eyes were focused inward. He was concentrating on what his hands were telling him.
She groaned when he lifted her leg slightly to test her range of motion.
“Could you turn onto your stomach for me?”
He held the sheets for her, and she rolled to her stomach. When she was settled, he put the sheets back in place over her hips but removed the one in the center of her back.
She lay face down, and he slid his hands up and down the backs of her thighs and calves. Her feet, toes and ankles were all given his complete attention.
When he moved to her back, her legs were limp. He worked on her lower back and discretely shifted her sheet to work on one hip and buttock at a time.
She smiled at the floor. Many students were afraid of working on the butt, but there was a lot of tension held in those large muscle groups.
“Why did you take this course?”
N’kad paused for a moment before returning to her back. “I thought it was a handy skill to learn, and you spoke so highly of the benefits of getting a massage that it seemed a good idea.”
“I spoke of it as an alternative to pain meds. It doesn’t do you any good if you are the one administering it.”
She was trying to get him to declare that he had some intent that involved her, but he didn’t seem to be willing to say it.
“I wanted to be able to help you in the same way you helped me.” He said it so softly, she barely heard it.
Tears pricked her eyes. She licked her lips and gasped when he eased one of her arms out away from her side. Her shoulder screamed from the small motion.
“What did you do here?”
“I have been a dummy for this class before. You learn better when the body has been through a bit. I did some pull-ups on my way here.”
“This doesn’t feel like your own work.”
“Fine. M’rin held onto my legs and I lifted both of us. She’s a high-gravity species.” She snorted.
“She is a good instructor. You two are friends?”
“I have a lot of friends here, but, yes. We are.”
M’rin wandered by. “She is immune to my charms but a lovely dancer. You are doing well, N’kad. Keep it up.”
Simry enjoyed his loosening of her shoulders, elbows and hands. When he finished her right arm, he tucked it against her side and worked on the left. When her left arm was completely limp, he brought it up next to her as well.
Breath whooshed out of her when he leaned carefully on her back in a rhythm as he moved down her spine.
“How long have you been doing this?”
“About eight days now. I practice every day until the instructor kicks me out or I am summoned back to the base.”
Simry groaned when he ran his thumbs down either side of her spine. “You seem to be a quick study.”
He chuckled and draped the sheet over the center of her back again. “Turn to your back please.”
She shifted and faced him for a moment while she adjusted the sheet across her breasts and the other over her hips.
He stepped behind her head and massaged the balls of her shoulders. If he kept going, she was guessing that there would only be three square feet of her that he hadn’t touched.
He spoke softly. “There is something about being paralyzed that makes you appreciate the slightest things. The movement of a hand or the texture of a woman’s skin, they are now precious.”
She swallowed when he massaged the tops of her breasts before smoothing his hands over her torso as he worked the muscles of her belly.
When he finished by rubbing her legs again, she sighed in regret. It had been her best hour in the last week.
She remained in the bed while the other students were dismissed. When M’rin declared the all clear, the volunteers slowly levered themselves upright and filled out a questionnaire on the student that had worked them over.
Simry gave him high marks on all counts. He had been discreet, polite, courteous and had not startled her frequently while he moved. He had used light touches to keep her aware of where he was, so she had always known where he was going.
“So, what do you think?”
Simry handed the questionnaire over. “He is good. Very good. Professional and careful. You are still better for direct pressure, but for a student, he was excellent.”
“Flatterer. Well, come on. You need water.” M’rin wrapped her in a clean sheet and walked with her to the change room.
Since she wasn’t on duty today, Simry got into her casual clothing after a quick solar shower. The lace-up top left a few inches of skin visible below the fabric before her trousers began.
She finished pulling on her boots and fluffed her hair. A quick pat down told her everything was where it was supposed to be, so she left the change room and followed M’rin to the dining hall.
She sat in one of the comfortable conversation chairs while M’rin went for a pitcher of water. M’rin poured for her and handed her the first glass of the pitcher.
“He did well. The other students are trying to get techniques out of him.”
Simry didn’t need to be told; she could see the cluster of new and old massage-class students surrounding N’kad. The women were asking him to demonstrate the techniques he had used on Simry’s hands and the men were taking notes.
“So, M’rin, do all the students in your class do it to try and get laid?”
M’rin poured her own water and she sat back. “About ninety percent of them, yes.”
“Where do you think N’kad weighs in? Is he in the ninety percent or the ten?”
“I would say he is one of a kind. He wants to relieve your pain so that you will be amenable to him trying to get laid.”
Simry sighed and closed her eyes. “Well, he does have wonderful hands.”
M’rin chuckled. “Good. I think he is ready to ask you.”
She opened one eye. “What?”
“To join him in the Sector Guard. I have heard the rumors that Fixer has made a custom couch for you in one of the shuttles and a suit has been crafted with your name on it.”
Simry opened her other eye. “You have to be kidding. I am not suited for fieldwork. All of my medical scans say so.”
M’rin shrugged. “Not for solo work, but with the right partner, I think that Reset might be willing to sign off on you. I mean, providing that your new partner can take care of you while in the field.”
Simry looked over to N’kad. “So, I am being drafted?”
“That is what it looks like from here. Drink your water, Guardsman.”
She lifted the glass to her lips and swallowed hard. She had dreamed of a life on active duty, but now, it seemed to be rushing up without her seeking it. Of course, that was just supposition. Until N’kad asked her, she was just a living ghost of the Citadel.
 
A knock on her door woke her at dawn. Simry grabbed a robe and stumbled to her door. She blinked when she saw N’kad in the security screen.
She pulled the door open and squinted up at him. “What?”
“I would like you to be my partner in the Sector Guard.” He took one of her hands, but his lips were twitching in amusement. “Though, now, I am having second thoughts. You in the mornings is something I was not prepared for.”
She wrinkled her nose. “Not everybody wakes up pretty.”
“You are adorable; you just look like something large was licking the back of your head as you slept.” He reached out and smoothed her hair.
“Come in and I will make some tea.”
“You might want to start with caf and work up from there.”
She squeezed his hand and released it, walking to her dispenser and ordering caf. “Mornings are hard.”
He laughed and walked into her room, straightening her bed and tidying her pillows.
She retrieved the cup and ordered a pot of tea, stumbling through her room and sitting at her table inviting him with a wave. “You can sit or rifle through my stuff. It is your choice.”
He walked over to her but then the tea chimed. He retrieved it and set it down on the table. “I will opt for both. I will have tea, and then, I will rifle through your things. You have been inside my mind; I just need to learn about you.”
“Am I having a weird dream or did you ask me to be your partner?”
“You are not dreaming. I did ask you. I have intended to for a week, but I wanted to make sure that we were progressing as companions before I pushed to partners.”
“What makes you think that I will get authorization to be a Guardsman? I have been rejected from all off-world assignments until now.”
“They want me as a Guardsman and I want you as my partner, so I have learned what is necessary to keep you maintained during an assignment. Reset will be the final judge, but I believe that I have done well in my pursuit of your safety.”
She slurped at the caf until the hot stimulant was gone, and then, she took the cup of tea that N’kad handed to her.
She sipped, and it was just the way she liked it. “You have been paying attention.”
“I have studied food, beverages, sleep patterns and fashion sense, as well as how to relieve you of the tension caused by your talent.”
“Wow.” Her eyes were gradually opening. She drank more tea and began to wake up. “Why me? I am sure that the Sector Guard would have found you someone suitable.”
“There is a social compatibility clause in my contract. They have to be acceptable to me, and you are the only talent that I trust.”
She nodded and held out her teacup for a refill. “Why are you here now?”
“Oh, you mean an hour before dawn?” He refilled her cup and added sugar and a dollop of cream.
Simry took her tea back. “Yes. That.”
“They have asked me to go on an assignment this afternoon, and in order for that to happen, I need a partner and you need to be suited up in an appropriate manner. Fixer will be waiting one hour from now to fit your suits. They should enable you to travel safely.”
“So, I have an hour to make up my mind?”
N’kad checked his chronometer. “About thirty minutes. The administrator has already been notified.”
“So, this is more of a head’s up social call.”
“Well, that and I need to bring you with me to the base.”
Simry nodded, and she slugged back the last of her hot tea, shivering as her body objected to the heat. “Right. Give me a minute.”
She got up, grabbed a clean uniform out of the closet and she went to her bathing room to take a quick solar shower. When she came out of her lav with her suit on, her hair brushed and feeling in more control of herself, she said, “Please, let’s go before I wake up. This is either going to be very good or very bad, but either way, I want to get it started before my brain knows what is going on.”
He had already tidied up her dispenser station, and he didn’t waste time. He opened the door, and they left her quarters without another word.
When they were outside, he moved swiftly, lifted her and flew her through the air to the Guard base. It appeared he wasn’t taking chances on her changing her mind.
 



Chapter Seven
 
 
Fixer was surprisingly perky in the morning. The moment N’kad put her down, Fixer hauled Simry into her workshop for her fittings.
“Congratulations on being upgraded to Sector Guard.”
Simry chuckled and put on the suit that Fixer shoved at her. They were behind a privacy screen and N’kad was waiting out front.
“Thanks; I don’t consider it an upgrade, more of a lateral move. I just work down the road now.”
Fixer chuckled. “You are still asleep.”
Simry sealed the suit and flexed, twisted and jumped to get the feel of it. “Pretty sure. I am trying not to have any thoughts that will jar me, though flying was a bit of a zap to my senses.”
Fixer clicked her tongue. “Come on, up on the podium.”
Simry stood while the suit was fitted to her with slow sweeps of Fixer’s hands. “Is Isabi watching the babies this morning?”
“Yup. The call to work was a bit of a relief. Carella explained the premise of a food fight this week and our quarters are a bit of a mess.”
“Are the twins throwing food?”
“Sort of. One is making it out of furniture for unlimited ammunition. The other one hides behind her brother, and the nanny is starting to bite his nails.”
Simry chuckled. She had met the twin girls and their slightly shorter brother on her first day at the med center with Reset. They had come to visit her and kept her company during the bursts of treatment that broke and fixed her leg.
Their nanny had come in to retrieve them but not before Simry had been exhausted by their energy and covered with sticky fingerprints. It was the friendliest whirlwind she had ever been caught in, not to mention the cutest.
“The fit seems good. Now for the features. When you have been immobile for five minutes, the suit will begin a slow massage to keep you from having any circulatory issues. It is also fully wired with alarms and beacons to send for help if you are in distress.”
Fixer showed her where to deactivate the alarms.
“What about that other thing that we discussed when I first arrived?”
“The beacon and the transfer link? Yes. If you can manage it, the ship will be receptive. This is the control for that link.” Fixer ran her fingers to the back of Simry’s neck.
Simry found the link and nodded. “Right. Three sharp taps?”
“That is it. It will wake up the link and you will be able to ghost with the ship.”
“Excellent.”
General Brodin entered the workshop with two data pads and a sleepy expression. “If you are all ready, I have your first assignment here. You are to extract a hostage from a low-tech world. You can only bring in yourselves. No technology.”
Simry ran her fingers along the data pad and nearly dropped it when she read the location. “Morgarath?”
Brodin nodded. “One of the Citadel recruiters was caught by the locals, and it sparked an uprising.”
Simry winced. “They found the ship?”
“They did.”
“That would do it. Well, that explains why you would let N’kad take me out on this assignment. It has to be me.”
Brodin shrugged. “No other member on this base is suited for this job. You know them like no other could.”
N’kad frowned. “I am a little confused.”
Simry looked up with a grimace. “Don’t be. Morgarath was my home and a larger den of paranoia and superstition has rarely been seen. We have less than three days to find that recruiter.”
N’kad nodded. “Then, what are we waiting for?”
Reset came in with Mist at her back. “For me to authorize the trip. She is a medical case and can only be released on my say-so.”
Reset held up a palm scanner and went over Simry from top to toe. “Well, I say so.”
Reset entered a few notes into her file and turned it to face them. “Cleared for duty.”
N’kad nodded. “Right. Are we cleared to leave?”
Simry held up her hand. “No, we need robes and my cane.”
Fixer chuckled. “M’rin delivered them three hours ago when we contacted her for her opinion of this venture. They are on the shuttle.”
Simry laughed lightly and steeled herself inwardly. “Let’s go and save the recruiter from the pit.”
Brodin nodded. “Ghost and Hero of Teklan Base, good luck.”
Simry and N’kad grinned, looked at each other and said in unison. “Which is which?”
 
Two hours later, they were still snickering as they travelled through the star scape and headed toward Morgarath.
Nine hours and through four priority jump stations would get them to their target. Once they cleared the first jump, N’kad turned to her. “So, tell me what I really need to know about Morgarath, not just what is in the briefing.”
She ran her hands through her hair. “Right. Well, religion is their primary form of organisation and entertainment.”
“No tech?”
“Nothing beyond level two. They are still in the Iron Age but will not allow an industrial revolution. They feel it would impede their spiritual purity to have something mechanised take the place of handmade objects or performed duties.”
“What will our plan be?”
“To use the distance scanners to find the recruiter, land as close as we can, and then, I am going to become old self once again, more or less. When I left, I declared I was going to walk the world to learn why the gods gifted me with this talent. I will simply return to teach what I have learned.”
“Does that happen?”
“No, talents usually run to distant communities and try and blend in, pretending that they are powerless. No one ever comes home. This will distract the hell out of the locals and you will be able to rescue the recruiter without any additional fuss.”
“Who is the recruiter?”
“Teemya Hallow. She is an older woman with a detector talent. She can sense who and what you are from a distance. She was my recruiter and that was probably her problem. She came back to the same area.”
“Tell me about your gods.”
“Not my gods, not anymore. Morgarath is populated by animists. Everything around them is alive and tampering with that balance is considered heresy. All raw materials have to be requested from the world around, and if it objects, it will strike you down. It means that talents have a peculiar situation. We are not gods, but we are not normal citizens. The guiding premise has been that anything that happens to a talent should not be helped. No medical assistance is allowed. If we are stabbed, break an arm or a leg, it must heal as the gods decreed or not. Even other talents are not allowed to assist the healing. A guard is posted at the injured talent’s home until the life-or-death battle is over.”
Simry still remembered the glare of the man at the foot of her bed, waiting for her to die of the fever that came with the broken limb. He had looked disappointed when she strengthened.
“Why does that attitude flourish?”
“Nothing was written in the ancient texts about talents, so the priests pretend we don’t exist. We are natural, like a tree or a rock, but no one repairs them when they break, so we are given the same status.”
“So you have the same legal status as—”
“Firewood.” She sighed. “Recruiter Hallow helped me get the ten kilometers with my bad leg, both of us moving with as much speed as we could manage for fear that they would see her.”
“Let me guess...”
“Only the priests or the family of a talent is allowed to associate with them.”
“Wow. How did you survive that?”
She tapped her leg. “I almost didn’t. My talent shifted from astral travel to possession during the time of my break. The priests tried to starve me out by sending my family out of the home for days on pilgrimages to nearby towns. I grabbed the guards and rode them around to bring me food, firewood, water, that sort of thing.”
“Were they aware of it?”
“No. I took them over completely and left missing time in its place.” She smiled into his surprised gaze. “I didn’t take them over for more than fifteen minutes at a time. I didn’t want to disrupt their lives.”
“Why did you bring the cane?”
Simry smiled softly. “In the grand garden of the public square, my father asked the sacred tree for a bough. It not only didn’t strike him dead, a branch dropped into his hands. It was a great scandal, but he brought it home, carved it with symbols of the sacred temples and gave it to me. I learned to walk again with it holding me up. It never loses its grip, even after a dozen trips through the sterilization protocols.”
“Why do we need the robes?”
“It will mark us as priests of a sort. Until they determine what we are, they will not risk angering the god that guards us.”
“What god will that be?”
Simry raised her brows in surprise. “The sleeping god of the broken bough, of course.”
He grinned. “Of course. What about the gods of ghosts and heroes?”
“This society does not craft heroes and to believe in ghosts is sacrilege. The soul cannot exist without a body, or so the priests say.”
“And yet, you are proof that they can exist apart.”
“True, but hopefully, you will not run into any of the priests that would debate the point.”
“What would they think of me?”
“They would consider you a demon from another plane and set you to the trials that Teemya is currently undergoing. They aren’t painful, but they are impossible to pass.”
“Were you ever tried?”
“No. I left long before it came to that.” Simry looked out at the stars passing them, or were they passing the stars?
“So, we find her, I extract her and you distract the locals?”
“Pretty much. You will need to use your talent to do so, and I will have to keep them busy. It might involve me making a spectacle of myself, but I think I can manage it.”
“Well, you are pretty spectacular.” He winked and left the controls to enter the rear of the shuttle. When he returned, he handed her a cup of tea. “To a successful first assignment.”
She clinked her cup against his and watched the stars run by. “Here is to hoping.”
 



Chapter Eight
 
 
She nodded her head slightly at the building made of fitted wood panels guarded by two men.
Hero nodded next to her and quickly kissed her forehead for luck. She got up and walked through the trail onto the main road with her cane at her side. She knew the signal she was waiting for and hoped that Hero took his time in breaking the recruiter out.
As she walked with her grey robes swirling, guards stepped forward to confront her.
“Identify yourself, stranger.”
She raised her left hand and peeled back her hood. “No stranger, merely a wanderer. I am here to speak with my family. I have travelled far and have much to tell them.”
Simry knew it wouldn’t happen, but she had to try.
One of the guards knew her on sight. “Simry-Vu.”
“Simply Simry now.” She stepped forward with deliberate purpose. No one stopped a wanderer unless they left the path.
She walked slowly, using her cane, though her twisted gait was a thing of the past. One of the guards ran off, presumably to find a priest, the other walked with her.
The villagers stopped and stared as she walked in their midst. She had grown up here, the faces were mostly familiar, and they were all staring.
She moved slowly, carefully, through the pathway until she was in front of her childhood home. “Vu family, a wanderer has come visiting.”
She held her breath, and nothing happened for a moment. She counted to one hundred and three before the door opened and her well-worn mother stood in the doorway. “Simry!”
“May this wanderer enter your home?” Holding to the formalities would protect her family.
“Of course. Please come in and seek shelter in our dwelling.”
Her mother had tears in her eyes, and Simry walked into her home for a quick round of hugs behind closed doors.
Her father came in from the back, and he dropped the wood he was holding. More hugs, more tears and a lot of exclaiming over her leg later, her mother whispered that her sister Minel was the reason that the recruiter had been captured.
Minel was standing shyly nearby. “I have some skills with healing.”
Minel was the youngest; the others had already married and begun their families with no sign of talents popping up.
“Are you willing to leave, Minel?”
Minel looked to their parents, and when they nodded, she nodded. “I am. If it will save them any persecution, I will leave.”
“You can see and learn things that you never imagined. You can save lives on a daily basis once you complete your education.”
“Is that what happened to you?”
“They sent me to school. I learned, I made friends, I practiced until I was very good at what I do, and now, I was able to return here.”
Minel swallowed and raced up to her room, returning with a small leather sack.
Their parents smiled, hugged them both and cried. Simry swallowed her own tears before straightening her shoulders and gripping the cane her father had risked so much to bring to her.
He drew her aside and whispered, “Stay strong, Simry. It is for the best that Minel leaves us. Dormin and his wife have asked us to move in with them. Her father is a priest, and he will offer us protection from those who would shun us.”
“But—”
“We are your parents. We brought you into this world to live the life the gods decreed, not to have you turn around and try and hold us up. Since they have decided you will be safer away from us, we embrace that with the knowledge that you are doing what you must and you will flourish in a way you could never do here.”
Gifts of the gods are withered branches. She had had that drilled into her, and until this moment, it had never occurred to her that she had absolutely no place in this society. As the eldest daughter, she should have taken care of her parents, but she wasn’t able to do so. She was a withered branch.
She hugged her father one more time and turned to Minel. “Ready?”
Minel took the cloak from her mother and wrapped it around her shoulders. “Ready.”
One final round of hugs and Simry left the Vu home with her sister at her side.
They walked to the center of town, and Simry walked into the sacred garden, up to the tree that had offered its branch to help her. She knelt under the tree and motioned for Minel to do the same.
“Grandfather Tree, thank you for your assistance. It has been invaluable and a reminder of my home no matter where I travel.” She kept her head bowed, and Minel followed suit as Simry said, “I ask for a piece of you for my sister to take with her as she begins her own journey.”
The tree rustled and a branch reached down to touch Minel on the shoulder.
Simry smiled then jolted in surprise as another branch touched her. As quickly as she could, she ghosted into the tree and was stunned by what she found.
Amazed, she sat with tears streaming down her cheeks as a carved knot dropped in her lap.
Minel smiled at her through her own tears. “I think it is time to go.”
Minel had a similar knot of wood in her hands.
They rose, put the icons protectively in their respective clothing, against their skin, and turned around to see the crowd of seething priests glaring at them.
“Let me handle this one, Minel.”
Her sister shifted behind her, the pale lavender braid swung as she moved.
High Priest Kado glowered at them from the edge of the walkway. “You have defiled our sacred space, Simry-Vu.”
“By the laws of your own traditions, the sacred gardens are open to all who would seek the blessings of the gods. Today, I sought their blessings as any wanderer might.”
“You used your talent to make the tree touch you.”
Simry raised her eyebrows. “You know that it is not how my talent works. I can only bring myself to walk without my body, an abomination in your eyes but still what the gods gifted me with.”
“Your leg has been healed.”
Simry nodded. “I wandered far from here and begged for help until finally I lay back and let the healing happen.”
It was the truth, more or less. She had fought Reset, but there was only one way for her leg to stay healed, and it was by forcing the body to remember its own genetic code. The sensation had been incredible and not one she would wish on her worst enemy. If she had had any secrets, she would have spilled them all during that marathon of healing.
Reset referred to Simry as having a belligerent genetic code.
“The gods healed you?”
She snorted. “I certainly didn’t do it.”
Simry leaned on her cane. “The sacred tree offered me this cane years ago, and today, it gave me its blessing for my wandering. My sister has also received the blessing, so please, stand aside and let us continue on our path.”
A blast wave of power burned through the sky. Hero had completed the rescue and it was time for Simry to take control of the situation. She moved her hand to the back of her neck and tapped three times.
Standing next to herself was odd, but she sent her other body to the beacon in the ship and woke it up. Full camouflage was on board and active. It was going to look like a travelling heatwave.
Minel took her arm and led her away from the priests, down to the path and, slowly, out of the village on the opposite side of the approach.
While she walked, using the cane more than she normally would, her mind was picking up the fleeing Hero and the woman in his arms.
The guards tried to block them, and Minel faced off against them. “You have no right to ban wanderers. We are doing as nature has dictated. Stand aside or face the wrath of the gods.”
The air pressure around them changed, and the guards took the divine hint. Flying a shuttle at low altitude while walking was a trick she was not going to keep in her repertoire. Once was more than enough.
The path was clear, and around the nearest hill was a flat plain where the shuttle could land for a moment.
“What is wrong with you, Simry?” Minel whispered it softly.
“I am multitasking. I am not very good at it.”
The pressure wave of the ship passed over them and around the hill.
The moment the ship was down, Simry started moving faster. “Around the hill to Drebon-Hek’s field. Look for a series of wedges in the grain.”
They made it to the field, and Simry ran for the ship. She opened the door at their approach and boosted Minel into the shuttle before the steps descended.
Hero reached down and hauled her in. She took off a moment later, the ship rising with the reflective shields still on.
“I don’t know what you are doing, but the ship controls won’t respond to me.”
She locked the doors, pressurized the ship and took them into the cloud layer before dropping the shields and making her way to the front of the ship. “Sorry, Teemya.”
The recruiter was sitting in a jump seat with Minel next to her. They were holding hands with a death grip.
She slid into the command chair and pulled the ship up and out of the atmosphere by force of will. It felt weird to be driving and flying at the same time, but she wasn’t able to pull out of the ship just yet. She didn’t want to stress the systems.
By law, she couldn’t let the ship be seen, so she waited until they were behind the moon before she returned to her body completely.
The ship turned idly on its trajectory. The heading remained straight.
“Now the ship will respond to you. Sorry. I was driving.” She shivered as her body went into short muscle spasms.
“Are you all right?” Hero was concerned.
“I am fine or as fine as I can get. I need to lie down. Can you get us to Thoola?”
“I can. Are you sure you are all right?”
“Check on me in a few hours. That was not something I would like to do again, but it is nice to know that I can do it if I have to. Ah, I am conflicted.” She made a face.
“Stop being conflicted and get some rest. I will man things from here. Who is the young woman?”
“That is my sister, Minel. She is going to Thoola, and my new status as Guardsman is going to pay her way.” She chuckled. “It is her first time away from home. Make sure she is safe.”
“I think you have already done that. Get some rest.”
She nodded and staggered past Teemya and Minel. “See you later, behave. Both of you. Hero is spoken for.”
Teemya chuckled and Minel smiled weakly. “See you later, Simry.”
The custom bed felt like heaven when Simry managed to get herself settled. Her muscle groups were tightening, one by one. The suit pulsed against her limbs, and it helped, but only rest would manage to loosen her completely. Well, that or a rubdown, but it seemed that N’kad was busy being a hero.
 
* * * *
 
N’kad checked the display that kept tabs on Simry’s body. It showed that she was slowly being wracked with knotted muscles and probably a lot of pain.
“Teemya!”
“Yes, Hero?”
“Can you take the controls?”
“Sure. Where are we heading?”
“Citadel Education Center, Thoola.”
“Got it. When is the next jump site?”
“Two hours. It is on automatic, just keep me posted if anything flashes, beeps or belches.”
“What are you going to do?”
“I am taking care of my partner.”
Simry’s sister looked up at him. “Is she all right?”
“She is in pain. The more she uses her mind, the more her body suffers. I am going to help her relax. You can come and keep her company if you like.”
Minel blinked and cautiously got to her feet. “Lead the way.”
N’kad smiled and led the way to where Simry was struggling to find comfort. “Minel is here to help keep you calm.”
Simry whispered. “Don’t let her touch me.”
Minel paused with her hand an inch away from her sister’s head.
“Is there a reason that you don’t want her to touch you?”
“She is an untested healer, and if she is a contact healer, this would be painful for her. I don’t want that.” She made a face and twisted on the bed.
N’kad nodded and went to the supply locker. He came out with some gloves and offered them to Minel. She smiled softly and pulled them on before stroking her sister’s hair.
“I am going to work on some of your pressure points. Try to relax and keep breathing.” He used his knuckles over her suit, moving with the low massaging pulses that ran along her skin.
After half an hour, N’kad was covered in sweat and Simry was asleep.
Minel frowned and removed her gloves. “She was really in rough shape.”
He waved her to whisper.
Minel grinned. “You could set off a thunderstorm next to her and she would merely snore and roll over. When she is tired, she is tired.”
“Really? She snores?”
“It is more of a wheeze.” Minel looked at him with a smile. “You look tired. I can do something about that.”
Before he could move, she snapped forward and pressed her hand to his. A rush of energy crept up his arm, and he watched the healer look exhausted for a moment before colour filled her face again.
“You are a contact healer.”
She shrugged. “I don’t know what that is, but if I had touched her while she was like that, I would have been on the ground until my body healed it.”
N’kad led her to the galley and got her a cup of tea and a snack. “Sit and explain why you had to be taken away.”
Minel sighed. “The priests were coming for me. Each day, they brought in more and more of their men for me to heal. They were defying their own laws, our laws, by using my talent to heal others.”
“Did Simry know that?”
“No. She just knew that I was a healer and that I needed to leave, just as she needed to leave.”
N’kad looked toward the cargo hold where Simry slept. “Why didn’t you tell her about that?”
“She would have done something and someone might have gotten hurt, including her. I didn’t want that.”
“Very wise. Your sister tends to do things with her whole being.”
Minel smiled and stirred her tea. “When I was little, she was slow on her cane, but she still sent shivers of fear through the school when she came in to speak to my teachers. Our parents were busy with daily chores, and since she was what she was, she had time to attend to my education. I guess she is still doing it.”
He smiled and looked around. “You are adapting well to being on a spacecraft.”
“Recruiter Teemya gave me a mind burst that prepared me for travel in space and life on a new world. She said she did the same for Simry when she had to leave.”
He nodded. “Of course. Did you see how I ran the machines?”
Minel smiled and nodded. “I did. I think I can get my own tea and food.”
“I will send Teemya back to you, and I want you to both get some sleep. She has been held in chains and you have just taken my fatigue. You both need rest, and thanks to you, I am good to get us to Thoola.” He smiled.
She nodded and swallowed. “Thank you for taking care of her.”
N’kad chuckled. “It is my pleasure to return the favour that she did me.”
He returned to the controls, and Teemya headed for the back with a sigh of gratitude. Within an hour, he piloted a ship full of sleeping women through the stars, and he couldn’t be happier.
 



Chapter Nine
 
 
Simry woke when the ship’s engines indicated a change of direction. They were headed down to Thoola.
She rolled out of her couch, stretched and grabbed two mugs of tea. Simry headed to the controls, and she nudged N’kad with her hip, handing him the mug of tea.
Her partner smiled. “Good afternoon, Simry.”
“Good afternoon, N’kad. Are you ready for a break?”
He chuckled and sipped his tea as they approached the world spinning beneath them. “Of course. So, you wake up just in time to take the controls?”
She settled into the nav station. “Go and take a nap.”
He chuckled. “I can’t. Teemya is in my bunk and Simry is in yours.”
He opened the com and got the landing access for the ship. “What will you do when she is gone?”
Simry knew what he meant. “She will begin her life and I will resume mine...as your partner if you will still have me.”
He stared at her. “Of course I want you.”
She raised her brows and colour stained his cheeks.
“Did I say that out loud?”
Simry chuckled. “You did. Frankly, I am glad you went first.”
He smiled brightly. “First?”
“Yes. I will confess presently, but let’s get my little sister off the shuttle before I answer the challenge in your eyes.”
He grinned in delight and focused on bringing the shuttle safely to the surface. She sipped her tea, and he steered them down into the landing pad of one of the most dangerous and educational institutions in the sector.
They settled, and Simry got up to wake Teemya with a gentle shake.
“We have arrived, Recruiter. It is time for you to return to your people and, from there, back into the wide universe.”
“Thank you for the retrieval, Simry. You have no idea how much delight I felt when I saw you and your sister approaching the shuttle.”
“I am glad. It would not have been there for you if you had not been there for me.”
Teemya hugged her and sighed. “I will miss my ship though. Is there any chance it can be retrieved?”
“That is outside my purview. I will put the request in.” She winked. “Now, I have to wake my sister. It might be some time before I see her, so I have to make it good.”
Teemya nodded and headed for the lav.
Simry tiptoed into the next room and sat on the edge of the bed. Her sister looked like a sleeping saint.
Simry took the tail of Minel’s braid, and she tickled her sleeping sister’s lips with it. Minel exhaled hard. Grinning, Simry brushed her sister’s nose with the silky brush of hair. Minel batted at her nose.
Three more minutes of watching Minel beat herself in the face was enough of a smiling memory for Simry. With a sigh, she drew her fingers across Minel’s forehead. “Time to wake up. You are on Thoola.”
Minel blinked and winced. “What happened to my face?”
“Must have had a nightmare.” Simry rolled the braid between her fingers.
“You didn’t...”
“I did. I needed something to remember you by when you are studying.”
Minel sat up and rubbed her face. “The memory of you torturing me?”
“A big sister has to find her joys where she can. Come on. We are at the school.”
“Will they have breakfast?”
Simry chuckled. “They will.”
Simry walked her sister to the door of the shuttle where Teemya and N’kad waited.
The door opened, and the welcoming committee from the school was waiting to do the authorization and registration.
The welcome was warm, and Simry could see that her sister was in good hands, just as she had been.
They had a meal in the pavilion in the courtyard, as N’kad was not the right gender to enter the school.
He did a flight demonstration for the graduating students who were serving lunch to the two Guardsmen and the new recruit.
Simry watched him gracefully arc through the sky, and she sighed at the beauty of the light and power that carried him aloft.
Minel whispered, “You haven’t seen him before.”
“Not like this. I have only known him for two weeks. Three if you count the first mission.”
“You met him on a mission? Wasn’t he using his talent then?”
Simry pursed her lips and tilted her head. “Not so much. He was the victim of foul play.”
“Oh. You saved him?”
“No. I just kept him occupied until his rescuers could arrive.”
Minel smiled slowly. “I think it was more than that. I am going to ask him.”
“I do not know how he would respond to that. I do not think that it is his favourite memory.”
Minel smiled slowly. “I think you might be surprised.”
The topic of discussion landed near the pavilion, and he came toward them to retrieve his glass of water.
“N’kad, how did you meet my sister?” Minel blurted it out without warning.
N’kad paused and set his glass down. “Well, I was infected with a virus that created psychological paralysis. I was being ransomed to my world, but they refused to pay. I was going mad inside my own head with my body locked. Your sister came to me and saved my life. She used my body to pierce a hole in the stone I was trapped in and kept me sane until help arrived that could physically crack me out. Without your sister, I would not be here, even if she wasn’t truly there.”
Simry chuckled. “Sometimes close is enough.”
“So, my sister saved you.”
“She did. Simry is my hero.” He inclined his head to Minel and then turned and lifted Simry’s hand to his lips.
She blushed furiously as the administrators of the education center smiled. They didn’t see a lot of men, but it was obvious that the one in front of them was smitten with Simry. Even she could see it.
Two more hours with her sister and then she and N’kad were back in the shuttle and on their way back to Teklan.
Simry sighed. “That was...”
“Emotional.”
She chuckled. “It was not what I was expecting for a first assignment.”
N’kad smiled. “It was not what I was expecting either, but I am delighted that we carried through and came out the other side.”
She cleared her throat. “So, do you think you will want to do this again?”
“I think that we make quite a team and they would be foolish not to call upon us.”
Simry stared at the stars. “I think you are right, Hero.”
He reached out and tugged her out of her seat until she was standing next to him. “Your tag line may be Ghost, but you are my hero. Do not doubt it for a moment.”
She leaned down to kiss him, and he smiled against her lips until he realized that she was not going to stop.
 
When the beacon alarm for the jump to Teklan arrived, she was ensconced in his lap and they were staring at the stars together. It was a new life for both of them, and they were facing it together. One hero, to another.
 



 
 
Author’s Note
 
 
Today marks a slow-down in my writing (due to standard life stress). From now on, there will be one Tales of the Citadel released on the first of the month (at Devine Destinies), one Zenina Masters—Shifting Crossroads, and the Terran Times Second Wave will be on the fifteenth of the month (at eXtasy Books).
In the next Tales of the Citadel (in one month), Blazing Serious, a woman who starts blazes with a touch, learns the creative side of fire when she is assigned to guard a psychic with a meeting of minds...on his mind.
 
Thanks for reading,
 
Viola Grace
viola@violagrace.com
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