
        
            
                
            
        

    Pulling fire and redirecting it was her main joy, but when it was taken, she had to find somewhere else to fight the blaze.
 
 
Jimra was raised to do her best, perform her duty and fight fire with her own body. When she becomes a citizen, she wants to join the fire office and finds that there is only one thing standing in her way...her own genes. Her mother got pregnant on a distant world by their Guardian, and Jimra has to face the fact that she isn’t welcome on her world, but she might be welcome on her father’s.
Learning that he had an adult daughter had to be difficult for him, but he welcomed her to the Citadel on Ypra and her new position as a specialist.
Huros was an ex-Negotiator with a talent for analysis when he lost emotional control in the healers’ offices and a specialist was called in to help calm him. With one touch, she changed their fates and linked them forever.
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Chapter One
 
 
The homeowner ran up the street toward his house. The blaze was roaring and threatening to spread to the houses to either side.
Graftic fastened his gear and prepared to go into the blaze in search of the life signs that had been there just five minutes earlier when the drone had flown in. The drone had been destroyed, but it had identified the one spot where someone could still be alive.
Graftic and his team faced the blaze and moved forward with their dousers when the flames went inward.
In under twenty seconds, there was no sign of the fire and the wood and steel were not even smoking.
“What the hell is going on, Chief?”
“I don’t know. Clear the house but be on alert. This could be the start of an explosion. We don’t know what is going on.”
A little girl ran out with a smudged dolly clutched to her chest. The homeowner rushed forward and hugged her.
“I was only gone a minute. I swear.” He sobbed and held his child.
“Was there any one else in there?”
The little girl nodded. “Jimra came in. She made the fire go away, but I think it made her sick.”
The father looked wary. “Jimra was there?”
“She said that the fire shouldn’t have been there. She said the fire was wrong, and then, she ate it.”
Graftic nodded and headed into the building. He identified the part of the building that had been available to a possible survivor and entered the room.
A young woman was on her knees, and she had her arms wrapped around her midsection. When she heard Graftic, she whirled. “I can’t hold it much longer.”
“What?”
She stared at him, and he saw fire in her eyes. It began to leak out and skittered down her arm. “I can’t hang onto the fire much longer. It wants out, but there is no safe place to put it.”
He blinked. “You can release it?”
“I have to. I have never pulled this much fire inside. I have nowhere to put it.” Fiery tears tracked down her cheeks.
“Can I wrap you up in a blanket and get you somewhere you can let the fire go?”
She nodded, and she huddled in a ball at his feet.
He flipped out a fire blanket and wrapped it around her; the heat of her body registered through the insulation of his suit. Graftic used the com to get a vehicle out front, and when he had settled Jimra in the back seat, he pulled the skimmer up and headed toward the nearest stand of rock.
“Take it easy, little one, we are almost there.”
She nodded from inside the bundle. “Good. I can feel the power going.”
He didn’t know if that was good or bad, so he just gunned the engine and landed on the rock with a thud.
He picked the young woman up and carried her to the flat plateau. He wasn’t sure what made him warn her, but he said, “I am going to take the blanket off now.”
She nodded, “When you take it off, put it over you so I won’t hurt you. The fire is just going to come out. He shouldn’t have made it.”
“Who shouldn’t have?”
“Tiska’s dad. He made the fire. I don’t know why, but he made the fire. I am going to explode now.” She stood and flipped the blanket toward him.
Graftic covered himself in the blanket, and the roar of the fire made him feel that he was inside a building rocketing into flames.
His suit protected him from the damage, but the burn that was coming off the young girl still sent him tumbling to the edge of the cliff. The roar continued for several minutes, and it was with great relief on his part that silence fell.
He cautiously lifted his head and flipped the blanket back. The air shimmered with heat, but the fire was gone. The small, huddled form of the young woman was on the stone, and he wrapped the blanket around her again, this time to cover the body that had scorched off the fabric she had been wearing.
“Are you okay?” She whispered it as he lifted her and put her back in the skimmer.
“I am fine. How are you?”
“A little cold. Can you take me to my house?”
“I think you need to go to the hospital first.”
She sighed and nodded. “My mom won’t be happy. I was supposed to babysit Tiska today, but her dad cancelled. She called me when the fire started.”
“How old are you?”
“Thirteen.”
She nodded off, but the blanket was rhythmically rising and falling.
Graftic took her to the nearest children’s hospital, and he was unsurprised to find that she was a known presence.
The medic checked the girl and wheeled her toward an exam room. “What happened?”
Graftic scowled and worked on the phrasing. “She ate a house fire and then had to release it.”
“Does her mother know?”
“I don’t know her last name.”
The medic smiled and went to the desk; he told the clerk, “Tell Dr. Artu that Jimra is in.”
The clerk smiled and picked up the interior com. “Please inform Dr. Artu that her daughter is here.” She paused and nodded. “Excellent. I will let the medic know.”
The clerk hung up and lifted her head. “She is on her way.”
“I will get Jimra into a gown.” A female medic came by and went into the exam room, closing the door.
Graftic scowled. “She comes here often?”
The first medic nodded. “Her father was a Guardian on Ypra, or so we have been told. Her development of a temperature talent was not unexpected.”
A woman in a black and silver physician’s uniform came up to him. “Fire Officer, what happened?”
“Are you Jimra’s mother?”
“I am. My name is Orden Artu. Please come with me and explain what happened.”
Graftic rubbed his forehead. “Aren’t you going to check on her?”
“You have brought her in and the staff was not alarmed. If she has had an episode, she will sleep for another hour. Now, what happened?”
The doctor scowled at him, so Graftic filled her in, distracted by the pale gold of her hair and the frown on her face.
He told her about the fire, about the young girl and about Jimra’s assertion that the father had started the fire.
“If she said that is how it started, that is how it started. Jimra is excellent with the forensics of fire. Now...what happened afterward?”
“She was crouched in the middle of the charred house, so I brought her to the lookout, and she released the fire.”
“Do you know how large the blast radius was?”
“Based on the char marks on my skimmer, about one hundred feet.”
Dr. Artu winced. “Damn. She must be exhausted.”
“She is. Now, why can she do what she does?”
The doctor tilted her head. “Why is it your concern?”
“Because she is brave, she is young and she saved a life today. This world isn’t ready for someone like her, and she needs to be protected.” He blurted it out.
“Are you offering to become her keeper?” There was a twinkle in her eye.
“I...”
The doctor kissed him on the cheek, and he inhaled the scent of medical-grade soap and the lightest hint of flowers.
“Thank you for watching out for my daughter. She finds herself in the oddest positions, but she manages to thrive. I am going to use any means at my disposal to make sure it continues.”
The intent look she gave him before she left him was calculating and a little bit heated. Graftic had the funny feeling that he was going to become the means by which Jimra stayed safe.
 
* * * *
 
Orden stroked her daughter’s hair. Jimra stirred and smiled without opening her eyes.
“I am sorry, Mom. I felt the fire start, and I had to go.”
“I know, sweetie. You did good. You saved Tiska.” Orden stroked her hand down her daughter’s cheek, feeling the uncharacteristic normal temperature.
Jimra opened her eyes, and they were her normally passive pale lavender. “I am glad she is safe. He meant to kill her. Someone needs to get her safe.”
“I will have an officer look into it. The fire officer notified his team of your suspicions, so they will have started an inquiry. Fortunately, you probably consumed most of the heat before it could destroy the evidence.”
“I just tried to keep Tiska safe. It was hard. I had to pull the fire in and keep it from her at the same time. I haven’t done that before.” Jimra blinked slowly, like she was shocked at her own growing abilities.
“You did what was necessary. You always do. Did Huraka know that you left?”
Jimra bit her lip. “No. I didn’t tell her; I just ran out. I don’t even know if I put shoes on.”
“Jimra, you know you are supposed to tell her so that she can let me know where you are going.”
“I had to go.”
“I know. And I know you are going to have to go to dozens of occasions that I can’t be there for, more lives to save, more fires to stop. I have known that you were not going to be mine alone from the moment I knew I carried you.”
Jimra smiled. “You always tell me that. You also tell me that my father didn’t ask, so you didn’t tell him. It was your one snarky act in your entire life. The rest of it has been a pure and noble pursuit for the betterment of our species.”
Orden laughed and pinched Jimra’s slightly pointed ear. “That is correct. I bear the duty of you with joy and love.”
“And lots of tolerance.” Jimra giggled.
“That too.” She hugged her child. “I am so glad you are safe. Stop scaring me. My hearts pound out of my chest every time I hear Jimra and fire in the same sentence.”
Jimra nodded and squirmed against her. “Are we going to do the tests?”
“You bet. You are almost at a normal temperature. This is a red-letter day.”
Orden ran the scans on her daughter and was only filled with relief when everything came back normal, well, Jimra normal. It was as good as she was going to get.
 



Chapter Two
 
 
Jimra stood in the front yard and called the blaze. She contained it all and rolled it inside her.
Her stepfather stood next to her. “What do you think, Provisional Fire Officer Artu?”
“I think it was started in the kitchen. A plain old accident.” She tasted the fire inside her, finding the most mature flames. “Wait. Electric. Faulty cooker. It spread to food and then the walls caught fire.”
He nodded. “Right. We will send the investigators for the workup, but if they agree with you, this with be the thirty-seventh confirmed identification to your credit.”
She grinned at Graftic. “Well, your credit. I am still volunteering.”
He chuckled and checked in with his teams. They were moving through the house in an organised manner and recording the damage. Lives had been saved that day, but it was the removal of the flame that let the identification of the source become easy.
“You make our job too easy, Jimra.”
She began to feel the burn of the fire inside her. “I need to let off some steam, Graftic.”
“Go ahead, we have things here.” He nodded. “Call your mother if you are going to be late.”
“She is making nine-layered salad tonight. I can’t miss that.” Jimra stepped back into the centre of the street, and she used the heat that she generated to lift her off the ground. She wasn’t sure how it worked, but she enjoyed the freedom of finally being an adult and flying up and into the air.
She soared straight up and let the blast loose in the atmosphere. The flames flared out, and the air caught fire around her before the tendrils faded away. She kept enough heat to support her as she fell back to the spot that she lifted off from.
News vids were being filmed while she dropped back to the cordoned-off space around the house.
“Better?”
She smiled at Graftic. “Better.”
“Have you given any thought to your birthday party?”
“Nope. Turning twenty-three isn’t a big deal.”
“It is a very big deal; it will mean you are finally a full citizen.”
She sighed. “I just want to be able to actually work at this job full time, instead of on a volunteer basis.”
“Your appointment with the hiring board is next week, right?”
Jimra nodded. “It is. The day after my birthday, so I am not too keen on going overboard. I need to be fresh and awake for the interview.”
Graftic nodded. “Fair enough. Low key it is.”
 
The party was a wild affair with half the hospital and all the off-duty fire officers celebrating her graduation to voting adult of the Lekreaht.
Waking at dawn and preparing for the interview took all of her willpower.
She sat across from the hiring panel with her hands on her thighs, and she listened to the pronouncement.
“Miss Artu, despite your qualifications, this board is unwilling to take you on as a fire officer.”
She stiffened. She had not been expecting that response. “I don’t understand.”
“It has come to our attention that your skill with fire has drawn the attention of arsonists, and they have begun starting blazes just to draw you to the scene.”
Jimra scowled. “I have not seen an arson blaze in the last four months. Not a fire that wasn’t set for insurance purposes anyway.”
“Yes, but four years ago, when you were featured in a news vid, there was. We can’t take the chance of that happening with you being an alien attraction and all.”
There. It was out in the open.
Jimra looked from one uncomfortable face to the next. “So, this has to do with the genetic donor that fathered me.”
Two of the panel blushed. The head administrator cleared his throat. “You know that we don’t offer citizenship to aliens on our soil.”
“I know. I am very happy that my mother managed to keep me on this soil my entire life. I was three weeks along when she returned home, and as far as our laws allow, I am entitled to three weeks off world each year of my life if I choose it.”
She remained seated. “All of the minerals, vitamins and water in my bloodstream come from this planet. You are now telling me that my mind being wired to channel fire is a stigma that you don’t wish the fire office to carry. Be frank.”
He sighed. “Fine, despite your exemplary history, we are denying your application to join the fire office.”
She stiffened her spine and stood. “Thank you for your measured and fair consideration. Good morning.”
She turned on her heel and strode out of the fire office administration building. It was time to make a call.
 
Jimra looked at her mother, and she smiled. “And now I get to see what you have seen and walk where you walked.”
Orden kept her hand woven with Graftic’s as she sniffled. A far more sober party was underway around them.
Two weeks after her twenty-third birthday, her going-away party was happening.
“I still can’t believe that you have to go.”
Jimra took her mother’s free hand. “You told me when I was little that I would always seek out the fires, seek out things to do and places to go, to find trouble with every step I took. Today is that day.”
“I just always thought you would find somewhere here to fit in.” Orden sighed.
“I thought so, too, and here we are. This is where I fit. These people accept me for whom I am. The rest of the world will be fine. If I can save one more family where I am going, I will consider that I am taking all of you with me on every event.” She grinned, “Well, once I finish my training.”
“You don’t need training. You have already mastered your talents.” Her mother frowned.
“I think I have more to find, and he might be able to help me find it.”
“I don’t like you going to Ypra. You can get lost or you might like it and not come home.”
“This is my home, and I promise to write or make calls as often as I can. I am just moving on to a new career. Consider me going away to college...again.” She grinned.
“I didn’t like it the first time, but this time, you won’t be able to come home on the weekends and work with the fire officers.”
“I am sure that there will be plenty of time for me to work on my fire capability.”
Her mother finally sighed. “Then, I am going to wish you the best of luck and beg you to stay in touch.”
“With that out of the way, we should join the party. Since this is my going-away party, I want to have fun and remember my friends filled with joy for me, even if they don’t want to see me leave.”
The party kicked up into high gear, and it was a hung-over Jimra who arrived at the spaceport the next day.
The emigration officials went through her bags with detailed attention. She had done her research, and there was nothing that they could find to fine her before her departure.
The medical exam was on the order of the Ypra government, administered by an Ypra medic.
Jimra stood in the scanner, and the machine covered her in light before concentrating on her head.
When the medic finished with her scans, blood and tissue scrapings were taken. The surprise on the face of the woman was slightly amusing.
“Pardon me, medic, but why are you so surprised?”
“I did not think...I mean, our people should not be able to breed, and yet, you are definitely half Ypran.”
“Oh. You thought this was a fake.” Jimra finally understood.
Ypra was known for its knowledge, its research and devotion to educating members of other races. Orden Artu had gone there to learn the latest in surgical techniques and had met her Guardian after an earthquake. Their interaction had been short but long enough to produce Jimra.
“I was unsure of how it was possible, but you are living proof. May I be the first to welcome you to Ypra?” The medic smiled.
“Um, thank you, but we aren’t there yet.”
“Just go through those doors and onto the shuttle and you will be in Ypra territory.”
Jimra smiled. “Thanks again. May I ask, why the blood test if I am going to study?”
“As a blooded Ypran, you are entitled to free education, health care and lodgings. We take care of our own.”
“I am only half.”
“Close enough. We take care of our own, and apparently, you are one of ours. Congratulations, a whole world is about to open to you.”
Jimra looked at the interior of the spaceport as she left the medical exam area. She could see the gathering of friends and her family waving her off. She raised her hand and waved at them before heading to the berth where the shuttle waited.
She dashed away her tears before checking herself through the final round of security.
Her bags on her shoulders and her head high, she stepped up the walkway and into the metal vessel.
A smiling face that was vaguely familiar topped the head of a tall man with a lean build, dark hair and pale lavender eyes.
“Welcome to Ypra, Jimra Artu. I believe you know who I am.”
“Guardian Yoris.”
“Correct. Come this way, and I will show you where to stow your bags.”
She swallowed at the first meeting with the owner of half her genetics. It was just as awkward as she had imagined.
It was only a nine-hour flight to Ypra with one jump in the centre of it. The passenger compartment was quiet, and it was only the medic to keep Jimra company. The data pad with information about the benefits of being an Ypra citizen kept Jimra occupied.
“Did you enjoy meeting him?” Medic Tremma asked the question out of the blue.
“What?” Jimra looked up from the list of course outlines for classes starting a week from her arrival at Citadel Ypra.
“Did you enjoy meeting the Guardian? I have friends who would kill to be on this mission, but he only said hello to me and sent me to sit in the back on the way out. The same now.”
“I enjoyed it as much as I expected to. I was surprised to see him here though. He doesn’t look nearly as old as I imagined.” She sighed and tried to get back to planning her studies.
“You imagined him? You know about Guardian Yoris way out here?” Medic Tremma blinked in amazement.
“Yes and no. He is the contributor of that Ypran DNA that you found in my blood sample.”
The medic’s shock was not faked. “Guardian Yoris is your father?”
“Graftic is the closest thing to a father that I have had. Yoris is my genetic contributor.”
The medic stared at her. “He has a daughter?”
“Apparently. My mother was on a medical course during the Mekwil earthquake. She and her class were helping out with the injured and that is where she met Yoris.”
“That isn’t possible. You can’t be twenty-three. I am forty-five and I just reached my maturity.”
“We mature faster than you do. My mother was my age when she went to Ypra. She was a new citizen and ready to learn what she could from your people. She came back with an education and a daughter.” Jimra smiled.
“If you were pure blooded, you would only just be entering puberty.”
“I know. I just read that in the files you gave me.”
“You read that far all ready?”
“Of course. I have already completed three medical courses as well as several on structural engineering. My mother encouraged my love of improving my mind. If I had stayed home, I would have continued my studies in whatever field took my attention.”
“Oh. Why have you decided to go to Ypra then?”
“Well, you have a Citadel and I am interested in increasing my knowledge base as well as control over my talent. I have always had, and probably always will have, a love of learning.”
The medic nodded and then yelped happily. “We are on final descent. Can you feel it? We are nearly home.”
Jimra brought up the view screen and watched the approaching world with its golden and lavender tints. Ypra was her new home, and she was going to have to get used to thinking of it as such. Her past was the past, and she needed to make her own future.
 



Chapter Three
 
 
Guardian Yoris was at her side when they went through decontamination protocol, and she had to hand her bags over for the same.
“They will deliver them to the Citadel. I promise that.” His voice was calm, but she could sense a hesitation in his tone.
“You had no idea until she contacted you two weeks ago. Did you?”
He sighed. “I did not even think it was possible. Why didn’t she tell me?”
“There is no stigma on Lekreaht to have a child with only one parent. My mother was a doctor with a good job and a willingness to raise me on her own. She did a good job, I think.”
He smiled. “Did she eventually marry?”
“Yes. I introduced her to her husband when I was thirteen. He was a fire officer and she was working in the hospital when I had to be brought in after an incident.”
His dark brows snapped together. “Did you cause the blaze?”
She laughed. “No. I ate it.”
They were walking past security without bothering to stop. None of them seemed inclined to stop their Guardian.
“You ate it?”
“Thermal control is my speciality, though I have a problem controlling the exact amount that I draw.”
She glanced up at him, and his expression was one of slow delight. “You don’t have to look so pleased with yourself.”
“You are my only child. Your triumphs are my triumphs.”
Jimra laughed and bumped him with her arm. “I fought long and hard for mine. Get your own.”
He paused and looked at her for a moment before he grinned. “A sense of humour.”
“My mother passed it along. She always said that if she hadn’t had a sense of humour, having me would have driven her insane.”
“Were there a lot of incidents when you were young?”
“Enough to make her glad her hair was already pale so that it didn’t turn white.”
He touched her arm as they left the spaceport, which was under extremely heavy guard. “If you look to the left, you can see the Citadel. Would you like to take a skimmer, or I can carry you?”
She smiled. “Can I fly myself?”
He scowled. “You mean the skimmer?”
She reached her hand to the sky and absorbed heat from the sun. It was a trick she rarely used, but she felt like showing off. “No, I can fly.”
“What do you use as propulsion?” He smiled.
“Heat.”
“In that case...” He reached out and took her hand, pouring fire into her.
Jimra’s eyes went wild, but she processed the heat, storing it and using it to lift her off the ground. Yoris burst into a coursing flame, and he lifted off next to her. Together, they flew over the elaborately designed city, across the shimmering amethyst expanse of a lake and to the Citadel of Ypra.
After they landed in the courtyard, she reached up and discharged the unused fire.
“What was that?”
She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t hold power for long. I absorb it and then discharge what I don’t use. If I keep it in, my clothing burns off.”
His eyes went wide. “Well, in that case, your first stop is going to be Outfitting. You will get clothing you can’t burn, and from there, we will begin the rest of your orientation.”
“Shouldn’t I meet with a recruiter or a registrar or something?”
“You are already registered. You have been since two days after I learned about you. The administration knows you are here because I am the administration. I took over command of this Citadel when it was created.”
“Oh. Well, pleased to meet you on that front. Outfitting, you said?”
He grinned. “Welcome officially to Citadel Ypra.”
“It is a pleasure to be here.” To her surprise, she meant it. Together, they went in to get her dressed to wear fire.
 
Two months passed with her spending every day working out, studying and working on her control of fire, with occasional forays to the local worlds to watch other specialists in action. Without fear of burning her suits, she could generate a bit of heat on her own and pull heat from a multitude of sources.
Today, she was working on shattering rock by heating and cooling it rapidly. When the rock burst, she jerked back and ducked. The shattering stone cut through the skin on her cheek, which was the only part of her body exposed. Her armoured suit took care of the rest.
She pressed her fingers to her cheek and came away with blood. “Damn it.”
“You had better get that seen to.” Viika, her trainer, looked at the wound.
“I am going. Save my spot.”
Viika snorted and started brushing together the shattered chunks of onyx.
With her hand clamped to her face, she headed to the healers’ offices, and she collided with a man entering the offices at the same time. She kept her hand on her face and scowled. “Excuse me.”
He looked at her and shook his head as he brushed past her to the check-in desk. He spoke to the receptionist in low tones, and she nodded.
She came up behind him and waited her turn with blood running down her glove. The receptionist glanced at her and dismissed her for a moment before she took a second look.
“Oh, Specialist Artu. I did not see you there. What can I do for you?”
“I have had a training accident and need to have my face fixed.” She pulled her hand away from her cheek and turned her head.
The woman flinched and quickly called a healer.
The man turned, and when he saw the wound, he stepped back. “Apologies, I did not realise you were injured.”
“Why else would I have been heading into the healers’ offices?” She sighed.
He frowned. “I don’t know.”
A healer came out and saw the wound, taking her by her free hand to one of the cubicles.
As the curtain was drawn, Jimra saw the man head into one of the rear offices with a Minder. He really might not know which way was up if he was in need of a Minder.
She sat still while the healer trailed fire along her face, and she took what was left to store for later.
“You are doing very well here, Specialist. I have admired your ability to adapt to our customs.”
“Thank you. I do try.” She took the slight prickle of pain and stowed it away with the fire.
Her cellular ability to store heat and use it for her own purposes had finally been determined by intense investigation. Yoris had a similar setup, but his body generated the power by hormonal exchange.
Her relationship with her DNA donor had gotten to a friendship that she still found surprising. Orden wasn’t surprised; she knew exactly how charming Yoris could be.
The healer finished and wiped his hands. “Done. You heal remarkably well.”
“I could have cauterized it, but then, it would scar.”
He smiled and nodded. “That probably would. I am shocked that you didn’t scream.”
“Fire and I are old friends. I can tolerate a lot of burn before I scream.”
The shout from the back of the offices indicated that not everyone had a high tolerance for pain.
Her healer looked nervous. “Do you mind if I check that out?” he headed out of the room.
She went to the sink and washed the blood out of the uniform as best she could. “Please. Go ahead. Let me know if I can do anything.”
The sounds of pain turned into a fight.
“Specialist Artu, help!”
She ran to the back, following the noise and found the Ypra man holding the Minder up by the neck while her healer tried to pull him away.
She reached out, touched his neck and pulled his body heat. She took just enough to knock him out and guided his falling body toward a couch.
“Thank you. He is a recently released Negotiator who still has an issue with agoraphobia, but when I touched his mind, his frustration overwhelmed him and he exploded into panic.”
She looked at the man who didn’t look like he could be afraid of anything. He was tall, wide at the shoulder with a sharp jawline. His midnight blue hair was waving back from his forehead, but she couldn’t see his eyes.
“I have him under control. Can you help wake him up?”
She wrinkled her nose. “I can, but it isn’t my favourite thing to do.”
“Please.”
Jimra walked around the couch to the man’s head, and she pressed her fingers to his temples. With focus and concentration, she warmed his blood up in small increments until his body took over.
She pulled her hands back and stepped aside as the medic and the Minder moved around him, addressing him as Huros and helping him sit up.
She had no reason to stay, so she slipped out the door and headed for the practice grounds. The moment she was outside and clear of any interaction with another living being, she burst into flame to burn off her blood.
“Viika, your day isn’t over yet. I am up for a second round.”
Her trainer looked up from her book and rose from the bench she had been reading on. “Better?”
“Better and in a fighting mood. Let’s turn this up.” She grinned and started to set up the stones in a circle.
Viika grinned and waved the rest of the blocks into position. “What do you have in mind?”
“I am going to break each and every one of those, and I am going to do it in a matter of seconds.”
“Really?”
“Stand back. This is going to get a little dangerous.” She didn’t know where this energy was coming from, but she used it.
She stood in the centre of the ring, and she began to raise the temperature of the rocks, using sunlight and vibrating it until it was enough to make the stone glow. Just as they glowed white hot, she pulled all the heat out of them and dropped to the ground.
The explosions were tremendous. Her suit caught the chunks of stone, and the arms she had wrapped over her head kept her from any damage. When the last fleck of broken stone stopped tumbling, she lifted her head and grinned. “Well, I think that worked.”
She stood and shook herself until all the stone was off her suit.
Viika was behind her telekinetic screens with wide eyes. “How did you...that was...You carved up the wall.”
Jimra turned and looked at the wall where chunks had come away and pitting was extreme. It was a blast wall and had taken quite the beating.
“Wow. That was interesting.”
“What got into you?”
Jimra shrugged. “I have no idea.”
 
* * * *
 
“Specialist Huros, how are you feeling?” the Minder was checking his mental stability; he could feel the touch on his mind.
“Better. Calmer. It is strange. I haven’t felt this relaxed since I first went into the armour.” Huros felt something on his temple, and he touched it. Blood coated his fingers. “Did I hit my head?”
The Minder looked at the healer, and they shook their heads.
“No, you were a little enraged, so we called for help. A specialist was nearby, and she helped sedate you.”
“She? Are you sure it was a she?”
The Minder scowled. “Of course. Why?”
He showed them the blood. “It is an old tradition, and the odds are against us finding each other, but the woman who touched me is sympathetic. I can feel her mind against mine, bleeding off my frustration.”
The Minder smiled. “I guess you don’t need that Yaluthu. Too bad, it is already on the way.”
Huros rubbed the blood between his fingers and his thumb. He raised it to his nose and inhaled. He looked up in shock. “She isn’t Ypran.”
The healer inhaled. “That is correct, but if she is getting your frustration, I believe that she is now in need of therapy.”
The Minder caught on and straightened. “I believe that I should do an assessment immediately.”
Huros smiled. “I think that would be a good idea. I would like to meet the woman who is keeping me sane.”
 



Chapter Four
 
 
Jimra was busy sweeping up the chunks of rock; she was humming a song her mother used to hum while she was administering stitches.
She shook her head now and then, the frustration and fear kept surfacing, but she blasted them away with her logic. She had no reason to be frustrated and no reason to be afraid. Heck, she didn’t even need to breathe half the time. When she used her talent, her body manufactured the oxygen she needed.
Viika continued to help her sweep up, and they had shovelled everything into a bin when a strange parade came out. The healer that had treated Jimra, the Minder who had worked on the other patient and the other man himself.
All three men were staring at Jimra, and her mind took it as a threat.
She burst into flame and stared at them; Viika moved to intercede.
“Gentlemen. What are you doing here?”
Jimra was fighting with control. She didn’t produce flame; she redirected it. This was exceptionally strange.
“Instructor Viika, my patient has found that your trainee is sympathetic to him. He is coming to her for a formal introduction as their minds are already meshing.”
Viika stared at the man in question then turned to Jimra. “Did you mix blood with this man?”
Jimra scowled. “No. There might have been some blood on my hands from the cut, but I burned it off after I left the healers’ offices.”
“And you touched his skin?”
“Yes. I had to knock him out, so contact was required. If I got some blood on him, I am sorry. My suit covered the colour of blood.”
Viika sighed and rubbed a hand along her black-red hair. “It isn’t that simple. If you two are sympathetic, you have compatible brain rhythms. The blood acted as a keying mechanism. His mind dumps into yours, and your mind locks to his.”
Jimra’s flames flared white. “There was nothing in the documentation about this. I read all I could about Ypra physiology, and there wasn’t anything about that.”
Viika groaned and rubbed the back of her neck. “It isn’t something we talk about. We like to think we have moved beyond our more base reflexes.”
“So you pretend they don’t happen?”
Viika shrugged. “Something like that.”
The three men were staring at Jimra in shock as the two ladies carried on their conversation.
Jimra sighed and dissipated her fire. “So, how does this get undone? I am tired of being irritated and scared.”
The man she was linked to jerked his chin in surprise. “It can’t be undone.”
“Why not?” She scowled at him. Jimra walked to him with long strides and poked him in the centre of his chest.
“My mind is linked to yours. It cannot be undone without damaging one or both of us.”
“Aha! So it can be undone.” She smirked.
To her surprise, he threaded his hand through her hair and he kissed her. Jimra froze in place and felt the surge of lust and pleasure from his mind into hers.
She paused for a moment before she returned the kiss, touching the side of his neck with her hand. Her gloves covered her fingers, but she stroked his neck with her fingertips while she learned the taste of him.
They stood in that moment for minutes, minds linked and lips touching. When he finally released her, she blinked at him. “What is your name?”
“Huros. Master Huros, analyst. What is your name?”
“Specialist Jimra Artu.”
“That isn’t an Ypran name.” He said it as if he already knew it.
“It is not. Well done.” She smiled and backed out of his reach. “Now that we have introduced ourselves, I think I need to go and fly off some of this tension.”
She took two steps back and flew up and away, burning off some of the fire that was roiling inside her. She got up beyond the cloud layer and let her fire go.
Oh, that’s better. She began a slow descent in a spiral, and she saw Yoris approaching her on a matching trajectory.
He flew next to her, and they slowly came down. His body language was protective as he escorted her back to the practice yard.
They landed twenty metres from the yard, and he turned to her, “What is happening, Jimra?”
“What do you know about sympathy?”
He leaned back. “Who mentioned that to you?”
“The Minder next to the man I just bonded to. I got a little clumsy with my blood.”
Her father flared white hot. “You bonded to a man without him coming to me first?”
“Hey, I just learned about this. It isn’t in any of the literature I have been reading on the Ypra.”
His flames dropped into a manageable flicker. “We are not proud of it, and it is very rare. Only certain families have the genes to manage it.”
“Let me guess that your family line is one of them.”
“Our family line.”
She made a face. “Right. Our family line.”
“This makes meeting the family a little more urgent. I believe we can schedule a dinner this weekend. Of course, Huros’s family will have to attend as well.”
She made a face. “I am suddenly hoping for an assignment.”
“You have managed nine visits to other worlds during your training period. I am going to ground you until you have met your grandparents and we have met his family. He is not the man I would have chosen for you.” Yoris scowled.
“No one chose him. I had a cut on my face, I touched it, and then, I had to help them restrain him. The blood was on my suit and no one could see it.”
“So, you touched him and the link was made.”
“Yes, I know Wyorans do it, but I never realised that it was something that happened to the Ypran.”
“Blood is necessary for the link with our people, but as I said, it is rare. Less than one in fifty thousand matches use sympathy. It used to be the matchmaking means of last resort, but we use computers to test the blood for compatibility.”
“Do you know Huros?”
“Yes. He has had an issue adjusting to his return to the waking world. He has funds enough from his service to Ypra to last him the rest of his life. He is from a good family with solid connections. You could do worse, but I would have chosen a man for you who has a stable mind.”
She grimaced. “His mind is plenty stable now. Mine is the one in danger.”
“I noticed you were burning hot. You don’t normally produce that kind of power.”
Jimra shrugged. “I do when I am angry; I just have a nice, normal mental balance on most days.”
“His Yaluthu should arrive tomorrow. That will take some of the heat off, so to speak.”
“Does he know you are my father?” She asked it blandly.
“I doubt it. It is not a matter for public consumption.”
“How do you think he will react?”
Yoris offered her his arm. “Let’s find out.”
She put her hand on his forearm, and they walked to the gathering that was watching them.
Yoris walked up to Huros, and he nodded. “Master Analyst Huros.”
“Citadel Master Yoris, I have to tell you of a recent development.”
Yoris smiled grimly, “My daughter has already given me the rough details of the situation.”
Huros looked confused. “Daughter? You are not old enough to have an adult daughter.”
“I am and I do. Her mother was an off-worlder with a penchant for helping those around her and an amazing smile.” His expression was wistful.
She filled in the obvious. “And my people mature faster than the Ypran.”
Huros suddenly came to a realisation. “So, there is a family to deal with.”
Yoris nodded. “Oh, yes. I may have shed my last name for duty, but I am still my parent’s child, and as she is my child, our families will now have to meet.”
Jimra pinched the bridge of her nose. “I am a full citizen of my own people. I do not need to be under the protection of your family.”
“Our family. I have just been working to introduce you. It is a delicate matter.”
“Is it because I am alien?”
“It is that, and also because, by and large, I prefer men. No one ever imagined that I would have a child, so the family structure must be altered with your arrival in it.”
She blinked slowly. “Oh. Well, that explains a bit.” It did explain why he had never thought of having a child. It simply had not occurred to him.
Yoris shrugged. “Does this disappoint you?”
“No, it just explains why you didn’t follow up with my mother. My people are not as hung up on sex as the Ypra seem to be.” She shrugged.
Huros blinked and laughed. “You have an open mind.”
“That is what has gotten me into this situation to begin with.”
Yoris sighed. “It isn’t that I prefer men, it is that we are allowed to choose only one. I was still inside my selection time when I met your mother, but after she was gone, I chose males as my companions.”
Jimra looked at Huros, “What did you pick?”
“I prefer females.”
She nodded. “Good. I don’t know how I would have dealt with being kissed by a man who didn’t have any physical interest in me.”
Yoris stiffened. “You kissed her?”
Huros’s golden skin darkened. “It seemed the fastest way to reinforce the link.”
Jimra looked from one of them to the other. “This is stupid. I am going in to get some food.”
Viika came with her and kept her company while she loaded her tray. “They mean well.”
Jimra looked at her trainer. “I know. I just hate it when men posture like that. It irritates me. It probably has something to do with being raised by a woman.”
“Do you prefer women?” Viika sounded a little hopeful.
Jimra walked to a table, chatting away. “No. I have always enjoyed looking at men. Touching as well, when the occasion called for it.”
The host brought tea over, and they sat in silence while Jimra anger-ate her way through a tower of pastry.
“You prefer women, don’t you, Viika?” Jimra sipped at her tea and brushed crumbs and sugar from fingers.
“I declared that way. Yes.”
“You look uncomfortable. Do the Ypran not talk about this?”
Viika looked surprised. “Oh, no. We discuss this frequently. I just have affection for you that goes beyond my position as your trainer. I fondly imagined that you might be inclined the same way.”
Jimra shook her head. “While I am flattered, I am sadly interested in the opposite sex. I sometimes think it would be easier to be with women, but the mind and body want what they want.”
“Tell me about it. I declared with my family when I was thirty. The day I turned forty, my mother held a party with all the wealthiest ladies in our city who had accepted the invitation with my image on it. I applied to the Citadel the next day.”
“How long has the Citadel been open?”
“Six years.”
“So, does your mom still try and set you up with eligible young ladies with money?”
Viika wrinkled her nose. “Now and then I am invited to a very formal brunch. I am considered a catch in our community. Talents are always popular partners.”
Jimra finished her cup and refilled it. “How about aliens?”
“To be frank, we avoid them. We are trying to keep our bloodlines pure so that Ypra seek out Ypra. No one knows what the result of crossbreeding would be, so we don’t do it.”
“But Yoris did.”
“He did it before he declared, and so, you will be allowed the full inheritance of his family through is line. If he had sired you after he had declared that he would be childless, he would have to give up his own wealth and family position.”
Jimra scowled. “That is very complicated.”
Viika snorted. “Tell me about it. What ever happened to falling in love?”
“Or getting blood on a guy while restraining him and binding him to your mind for life?” Jimra saluted her trainer with the cup of tea and swallowed more of the hot liquid.
Viika shrugged and completed her side of the toast with a raised cup and a long draught at the tea. They were both stuck at the mercy of the Ypran society, and they had to get used to it.
 



Chapter Five
 
 
The middle of the night was Jimra’s favourite time. The silence around her was soothing and the bright lights of the city across the lake made for a lovely, twinkling view.
She finished her six hours of sleep and sat on her balcony with a cup of hot citrus tea. She could feel the connection to Huros, but he was asleep right now, so it was less of a pull than it had been.
Her mother had been aware of the old blood link, but shocked that Jimra had managed to execute it. It hadn’t been covered in her briefing because Orden didn’t believe it was possible. After their talk, Jimra felt better, but she was sure that Yoris was going to feel worse. Orden was making him her next call.
When the com chimed, Jimra headed in and answered. “Hello?”
The dispatcher on duty smiled at her. “I have a mission for you, Specialist Artu. It is urgent.”
“What is it?”
“A mining fire. The tricky portion is that you can’t set foot on the world. It is a closed colony. They asked the Citadel for help under the condition that any help offered would not need to walk on the soil. You fit that description. I believe you can go in, fly down, absorb and discharge the fire, and return to the shuttle without standing on the soil.”
“Why is it forbidden for me to walk there?”
“It is a plague world. Each continent contains and treats a different disease, but your touching their world would force them to take you on as a citizen. They don’t want it and neither do you. Will you go?”
“I will be at the spaceport in thirty minutes with my gear.”
“Excellent. Good luck.”
When the com blacked out, she was already shrugging out of her robe and pulling on her bodysuit. Her go bag was ready, and she grabbed it, walking to her balcony and simply falling toward the ground, using fire to propel her up and then out over the water in a matter of seconds.
The flight was now a matter of routine, and her identification was on file at the spaceport. She cruised through customs with her mission on their records and approached the shuttle used for intersystem transport.
She climbed into the ship and closed the hatch behind her. She stowed her gear and headed for the flight deck. “Do you know how much I hate the slingshot?”
The pilot turned and grinned at her as she settled into the navigator station.
“I have only known you two months, and yet, yes, I do know that you hate the slingshot, Specialist Artu. This mission requires some aerial manoeuvers, so it had to be this ship and it had to be me.”
“Thank you, Pilot Rorrom. I am blessed to be on this mission with you.” She buckled her harness and gave him a short nod.
With the darkness all around them, they took off, climbing straight up to clear the tarmac and then angling to pierce the sky.
“Where are we going?”
“Sixth planet in the system. Urmak. I have to bring you down, hold position and be ready to pick you up. They told you, you can’t touch down, right?”
“They did. I will drop, pull the heat and take off. I believe the best option is for me to release the power just before I return to the shuttle, if you don’t mind. It will cause some turbulence, but it will make the short flight easier for me.”
“No problem. It should be easy to catch you.” He approached the largest of the Ypra moons, and they increased in speed.
She felt queasy as they went around the edge of the moon before straightening suddenly and proceeding in a calculated, straight line that would take them to their target.
The ship’s stabilisers were good, but they weren’t up to fighting the gravity of a large moon.
She shook off her disorientation and spoke with Rorrom about how they were going to make this mission a success. Jimra had a slight headache as they went on their four-hour blast through the stars, but she was confident that she could do what she needed to the moment that Urmak was in sight.
The mine was damaged, and a sudden spark had caused a fire in a combustible mineral that they were excavating. The veins ran through the entire area, so she had to seek out and pull all the heat she could. The locals had been evacuated, and her work zone was free and clear of all living beings. It would make things easier.
“We are here. I am entering the upper atmosphere and aiming for the site. I will send your tracker a signal when we are in position.”
“Right, and I will signal you when I am on my way back.”
“Excellent. Good luck, Specialist.” Rorrom smiled and waved her off.
She unharnessed, got to her feet and did a check on her tracker. It was working and in good condition.
Jimra put on her specialized breather, adjusting it so that it wasn’t grabbing her hair. The headache was still there, but the moment that she got the signal, she jumped out of the drop door and spurred her fire into life.
 
* * * *
 
Huros woke with his head pounding. “Damn it.”
His bonding partner had made it clear that the casual connection was to remain just that. With her father looking ready to rip him apart, it had been the more sensible decision to just keep his mouth shut for a night.
At this particular moment, he wished he had spoken up.
A message was flashing on his com, and he took it. “Master Analyst Huros, there is a visitor here for you. Please come to the medical centre as soon as you are able.”
He blinked and grabbed a solar shower before dressing and heading down to the medical offices.
Something small and a vivid blend of lavender and purple was waiting for him with the healers surrounding it and cooing at it. The small creature perked up when Huros entered the room, and it pattered over to him with short, hopping steps.
He scooped the small creature up, and a woman who was leaning against the back wall stood up with a raptor on her shoulder. “Good. I wasn’t sure but the little guy was positive that he had to come here.”
Huros looked down and felt the soothing of Tremor’s mind wash over his. He breathed more easily the moment that he started stroking the soft fluff that covered the body.
The stranger beckoned him into an office, and she closed the door. “Where is your partner?”
Huros blinked. “What?”
“The other person. Your mate or whatever you call it here. He was certain that he was to bind to a couple.”
Huros’s brows knit together. “I don’t know. I assume she is in her quarters.”
“She needs to be introduced to him as soon as possible.”
“I will see to it.” He nodded. Jimra had to be housed somewhere in the Citadel. She should be easy to find.
The bird on her shoulder screamed.
The woman sighed. “Apparently, we will see to it. Thathan is a bit bossy when it comes to settling her children.”
They left the office, and Citadel Master Yoris was standing in the centre of the space.
“Citadel Master, I am Priatta of Citadel Balen. This is Thathan. We are here to see the settlement of her final offspring, and we are seeking Huros’s mind mate.”
Yoris scowled. “She should be down for breakfast. Just a moment.”
Huros was swamped with well-being as the bruised and damaged parts of his mind were soothed and the healing began from the edges inward. He couldn’t think about anything but how balanced he was feeling. He hadn’t felt this good in five years. Well, that wasn’t strictly true. He had felt whole when he was kissing Jimra, but it had been such a fleeting moment that he refused to dwell on it. He wanted her too much to focus on her. The moment he started, he would not stop.
Yoris finished his communication, and all colour had drained from his features. “It seems that dispatch was not updated as to the linking situation. They have sent her to Urmak to put out a mine fire.”
Huros winced. That explained the pain in his mind. They were now bound. They could not travel without each other or their minds would slowly bleed out. Their focus, energy and control would fade and pain would take over.
“What can we do?”
Yoris’s hands formed fists and flames wreathed them. “We can’t do anything. Right now, she is over the mines and pulling the fire. It is up to her to make it safely home, and then, she is grounded.”
Tremor chirped, and there was a note of concern in his thoughts. Huros stroked his fluffy head and soothed him.
The woman with the raptor sighed. “Well, I hope for your sake that she comes home all right, or Tremor will have his work cut out for him. I will take you through the steps of caring for him, and we will wait until your mind mate returns.”
Yoris looked down at the bundle of fluff in Huros’s arms. “That is the Yaluthu?”
Huros smiled. “He is.”
“I expected something larger. What is he doing?”
“He has wrapped the wounded parts of my psyche, and he is pulling inward to heal it. I hope that Jimra is gaining the same benefit.”
Yoris dissipated the flames around his hands. “I hope she is as well. I just got a daughter; I don’t want to lose her.”
 



Chapter Six
 
 
Jimra let herself fall until the heat from the ground called her fire. She smiled, pulled up and cruised along the line of thick, oily smoke rising from the surface.
The mask made things easier for her while she got settled, but when she felt the flames, she started to haul the heat from the ground, leaving a trail of frost in her wake.
Hours passed as she sought out every bit of burning mineral. Even one inch of flame would reignite the entire disaster.
When the whole area was frosted over, she abandoned the soil and soared upward, the fire she wore, swirling and tangling around her. She could see the shuttle, and she powered past it, up into the air where she could release the fire.
Heat poured out of her in a jet, cutting straight through the cloud layer and toward the stars. She held back a tiny bit and wobbled her way to the shuttle.
Catching a flying vehicle was quite a bit different than falling out of it. Rorrom tried, but it still took her three attempts to haul herself into the drop hatch and flop down on the floor.
With the last of her energy, she poured the final blast of fire out through the hole she had just crawl through before she sealed it up and sent the signal to Rorrom.
The pain in her head was blinding, and she couldn’t stand it anymore. She flopped down in the hold and felt the ship pull away from the world beneath them.
 
* * * *
 
Rorrom got the emergency clearance and landed the ship on the tarmac next to the Citadel. He pushed Jimra out of the ship on the elevated gurney toward the group of people who were running toward him.
Citadel Master Yoris, another Master with a small purple bundle of fluff and two healers met him on the way in.
The healers touched Jimra’s head and hands, but they shook their heads.
Rorrom looked, and the other Master brought the small beast to Jimra. The creature immediately went to her head and pressed against it. The Master knelt at the other side and pressed his cheek to Jimra’s before kissing her.
Rorrom blinked, “Uh, Master Yoris, what did I miss?”
“It is a blood link, and neither I nor her link thought to inform her that she can no longer travel alone without ramification. The beast is a Yaluthu, an empathic healer. They are now a trio.”
“That explains the passing out; what about the seizure?”
“I suppose it is part of her physiology. Her body probably panicked.” Yoris stepped forward and stroked her hair the moment that Huros got out of the way.
Rorrom watched Yoris pick her up. “I will take her to her room. Meet me in my daughter’s quarters as soon as you can.”
The little creature squeaked angrily, and Huros put him on Jimra’s chest.
The Citadel Master flew off with the woman in his arms. Huros took off at a run.
One of the healers looked at Rorrom and smiled. “Confused?”
“Uh, very.”
“Jimra is Yoris’s daughter from before he declared. Huros had to be sedated and Jimra had a cut. Her blood got on his skin, and they linked. The fluffy thing is a Yaluthu, and Yoris is not pleased with the union. Got it?”
Rorrom exhaled sharply. “Got it. Too bad. I liked Jimra. She had potential.”
“She still does but not with you. It is funny, I wonder if it is that she is an alien or something else about her. She has quite the group of admirers in both sexes.” The healer patted him on the arm. “Come on and get some tea and a hot meal before you have to move the ship back to the spaceport.”
Rorrom followed the two healers inside while wondering how Jimra was doing. She had been pale and thrashing in the cargo hold when he grabbed her and strapped her to the gurney. He unbuckled her the moment she stopped fighting, but he still didn’t know why he had to tie her down.
He just wished it could have been under different circumstances.
 
* * * *
 
Jimra felt like she had been hit by a skimmer. She groaned and opened her eyes, surprised by the robe she was wearing over nothing else, and the purple creature with the whirling black eyes who was staring directly at her. It chirped hello and hopped down the bed to her hand, pushing its head under her palm.
“Hello. Tremor, is it? What a charming name for such a particularly stunning creature.”
He made a happy, warbling noise, and she felt the pain in her body recede.
“He’s a Yaluthu.”
She tensed at the voice behind her and ignored the fact that she could feel his body heat through her robe. “Huros.”
“Correct. Your father and I neglected to inform you of the details of the link, and it could have cost you your life. I am here to correct that.”
He put his hand on her shoulder and her heart thudded and her mind relaxed. She cleared her throat. “What do you mean?”
“I mean that you need to know what this blood link actually means. We cannot be apart.”
She wrestled with that thought while he explained that the blood link was related to the declaration. A declaration of the same-sex preference meant that they were surrendering their right to reproduce. Children born before the declaration were accepted, but there was a special registration process that could take months if not years. They were legally entitled to their family ties, but the Ypra government had to verify both parents. Bloodlines were everything on a world with strictly controlled reproduction.
It was all confusing and wrapped in politics, which was not Jimra’s favourite subject. When he finished explaining that the same-sex preference had to be recorded because it meant that two people had left the breeding population.
“All males are temporarily sterilised at puberty, so it is uncertain as to how your mother got pregnant in the first place.”
Jimra smirked. “I can explain that. We are accumulation breeders. When we decide we want at child, or when we are faced with an exceptional partner, the woman’s body collects the DNA from her partner and uses it as the catalyst for her building a baby. It is peculiar, but we just need someone that we feel is worthy.”
“Did your mother birth any siblings for you?”
Jimra sighed. “No. She said I was enough for any parent. Once she had gotten it right, she didn’t need to do it again. My stepfather agreed.”
Huros smiled. “So, we need to be careful when we mate.”
She stared at him. There was no doubt in his voice. “Uh, I think medical can fix something. A prophylactic would probably do. There is something that the males use to get around the accumulation problem.”
His eyes warmed. They were a deep purple that far outstripped her pale lavender gaze.
“So, how long is Tremor with us?” She quickly looked away from his intense gaze and down to the creature who was enjoying her tickling it behind its tiny ear, chuckling with a wheezy chirp when she moved under its wing. Tremor hopped up onto her belly and walked up until she was staring into his black eyes.
“Hey, he is the opposite of you, Huros. He has black eyes and dark purple fluff, you have black hair and dark purple eyes. His beak is even the same colour as your skin.” She stroked Tremor as Huros shifted toward her.
Tremor rubbed against her hand again, and she relaxed, her nervous tension fading. She could literally feel the arousal coming off Huros.
“You didn’t mention what happens next in our relationship.”
“Our families will meet, and the formalities of the ceremony will be held. We will sign a bonding contract and have three days to ourselves, with Tremor, of course. You will inherit your share of your family’s wealth and property.”
“What about you?”
“I received my share when I declared.”
“Do same-sex attractions get less?”
He looked surprised. “No, they get more. They will not receive the bonuses that a reproducing couple will, so they are provided with an additional share.”
“Well, that explains why Yoris said they have to do math because of me.”
Huros was rubbing his cheek against hers, and she turned more fully toward him to make it easier. The contact eased a tension in her mind she hadn’t fully realised.
“You need to rest more, and you will do it more easily if I am with you.”
She tried to come up with a reason that she shouldn’t rest and recover, but she couldn’t. Her body still hummed a little with pain, and if she could take care of it herself, she wouldn’t have to drain poor Tremor.
Jimra rolled to her side, and Huros spooned in behind her. Tremor moved into the curve of her body, and Jimra was out in eight deep breaths.
 
Tremor was still with her, and he was eating seeds out of a tiny bowl on a pedestal at the foot of her bed.
Jimra was thirsty, so she carefully rolled out of bed and put her favourite cup under her dispenser before pressing the fill button. She drank that cup of water and four more before she felt moderately alert.
She brought a cup of water and held it for Tremor until he was sated, and then, she scooped him, his food and the water and took them over to her small table, setting him down and making him a path with footstools and chairs so he could get up and down.
With Tremor sorted, she took a shower and got dressed in her day-off suit and robes. She really didn’t feel up to any additional training today. “What day is it anyway?”
There was the feeling of time passing, but she hadn’t managed to work out how much.
With a grumble, she sat at her terminal, and when Tremor tapped her on her leg, she hoisted him into her lap. Two days had passed since her run to Urmak. She had missed her classes and training sessions with Viika, but she was sure that Yoris had let her know.
“Well, did you want to go for a walk around the Citadel?”
Tremor chirped.
She smiled and brushed a seed crumb off his blunt beak. “Well, then. We need to show you your new home.”
She got an image of him on her shoulder, and she looked at his chubby feet. “Do you think you can hang on?”
He chirped defensively.
She sighed and got to her feet, putting his slight weight on her shoulder. “If you fall off, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
He dug his claws into her shoulder, and he was surprisingly stable. They left her quarters and headed down to the dining hall.
“How did they get you here? They are really protective of their environment.”
An imaged of Huros lying pale with large holes in his body and scalp hit her. The healing was performed and the marks disappeared. Huros jolted awake, and there was terror in his eyes as he took in the world around him. The view that Tremor was showing her was from the medical recorder.
Jimra staggered to the wall and braced herself on it as she was run through his physical recovery and mental deterioration. The recorder showed Yoris making a case for Huros getting a Yaluthu and a woman with a serious face and a raptor on her shoulder taking on the Ypra government. When that didn’t work, a woman with glowing eyes and a strange voice did it.
Tremor was a volunteer. He wanted to be with the people who needed him and that meant Jimra as well as Huros. He was an equal opportunity fluff ball.
Jimra went to the dining hall and fielded questions about her new companion and Tremor.
She had tea and ate her breakfast, giving Tremor the pieces of fruit that he asked for in her thoughts.
Just four months earlier, she wouldn’t have imagined sharing her mind with anyone, let alone a fluffy ball of good-natured help. Sharing her thoughts with two beings was a little surreal, and it made keeping her mind on her reality a little difficult.
When she was done, she got back to her feet and followed her impulses to the administration offices. Huros was standing and speaking with one of the other analysts. He paused in midsentence and came over to her, kissing her softly. Tremor chirped in approval.
“You look better, Jimra.”
She looked at him, and the fear and hesitation that she had first seen in him, and first felt, were gone. “I am better. Tremor and I just had breakfast, and I ended up following you here.”
He smiled. “Yoris wants to see us. I am done here if you want to go.”
“I am up for it.”
He put his arm around her back, and she relaxed at the contact. Whatever had happened between them, contact was important to her feeling normal. She just wished she had known about it before she had touched him. It would have made her feel less like an idiot.
 



Chapter Seven
 
 
Yoris looked at their close seating in his office, and he gave a resigned nod. “You both look better.”
Jimra made a face. “I wouldn’t have gone off world if I had any idea what would happen.”
Yoris nodded. “I know. I forgot to tell the dispatchers that you were off the roster until further notice.”
She blinked. “Hey, that is my income stream.”
He chuckled. “You will be fine. When you and Huros are officially bonded, we can send you three on missions together.”
Jimra was still unsure of how to react to the fact that her blood had made the decision for her. Huros took her hand, and Tremor rubbed against her. She blushed when she realised they could both feel what she was feeling.
“My family is available the moment that you give the word, Master Yoris.” Huros nodded.
“Three days from now. There is a meeting set for the Uramiss family seat. It will be dinner and Jimra will need a gown. The fabricators are standing by.”
Huros inclined his head. “I will notify my people.”
“How many people are going to be there? It sounds like quite a few.”
Yoris shrugged, “We have thirty-two folk in our family. Huros’s family is slightly smaller but still will bring about twenty-three people to the event.”
She scrambled around in her mind for the names and finally found it. “Prime families?”
“Of course. Only the prime families carry the genes for talents.” Yoris smiled.
“And I need a dress?”
“A gown. One that suits your colouring and dignity.”
Tremor sat up and flapped his wings.
Jimra laughed. “He wants to dress up, too.”
Yoris was wary. “You are bringing him?”
“Of course. Consider him your grandson until an actual one comes along.” She smiled brightly.
Her father looked a little unwell.
Huros put his arm around her, and he eased her to her feet. “I think we should leave Master Yoris to his processing of your comment.”
Yoris snapped out of his stupor. “You will call your family?”
“As soon as I am back in Jimra’s quarters.”
They were nearly to the door when Dispatcher Rodwey skidded into the office. She gasped, “Specialist Artu, there is a fire in the capitol, and it is spreading quickly. Can you help?”
She looked down and wrote off another outfit. “Master Yoris, do you have a spare robe?”
He tossed her one from a hook in the hallway. “It is fire proof.”
“I hope I don’t need that.” She passed Tremor to Huros and ran for the window.
She stood on the edge of the pane and turned to Huros. “Meet me in the city?”
He nodded. “On my way.”
Huros and Tremor ran for the door, and it was enough for Jimra. She fell out of the window and propelled herself to the column of smoke in the centre of the city.
She landed on the roof and pulled the heat into her. It wasn’t easy; the small rooms of the shops made it hard to get to all the pockets of fire. She hauled on the flames until there was nothing left in the building aside from two life signs that she had carefully worked around.
She looked up and news skimmers were all around her. She had to send the fire somewhere, so she flew up until she had cleared the followers, and she let the flames go.
Her clothing wasn’t quite destroyed, but she kept the flames around her while she wrapped herself in the long, wide robes while she landed next to Huros and Tremor.
Huros hugged her, rubbing his hands over her in a familiar way that made her raise her eyebrows until she realised he was patting out the flames on her body. Tremor stayed to one side and chirped in encouragement.
The peace officer came up to her. “Thank you...”
“Specialist Artu. This is Master Analyst—”
“Huros. Master Analyst, would you take a look inside and tell us what happened?”
Huros looked at her. “Do you mind?”
“No, please. It has the taste of arson with a touch of unfortunately stored chemical.” She scooped up Tremor, pulled up the robes and followed her mind mate into the burned building.
The peace officer stopped her. “Specialist, while I am thankful for your assistance, please leave this to the analyst. He was the best in the field when he left our people, and I am sure that he has only improved in his skills over time.”
She blinked and left the building. She tried something new and sent Huros an image of herself in the skimmer. He sent her an image of a clock and worked forward three minutes.
Jimra laughed; he would not be long.
She sat, and the remote vid cameras came toward her to get a closer look. She flipped up the hood of the robes and tucked Tremor inside the folds.
Huros came out, gave a report to the peace officer and joined her in the skimmer. He started the vehicle up and the vid cameras scattered.
“Thank you for not making a fuss.”
“You didn’t stop me from doing my job, so I will not stop you from doing yours. If you can analyze what happened, you can do better than I can. All I can determine is where the fire began or if it was started on purpose. Aside from that, I am pretty much useless.”
“You are not. You can also pull the fire from everywhere and render the building charred but stable. You also managed to put out a fire that could have killed thousands and rendered their homes uninhabitable.”
She made a face as they skimmed over the lake. “I am sure they would have been fine.”
“I do not think so. I have read about that kind of fire. It would burn until there was no fuel left, and the smoke it put out would cause immeasurable damage to the environment. You have saved their homes and their very air for generations to come.”
“Unless they light it on fire again.”
“Let’s hope that that does not happen.” He smiled as they cruised over the lake.
“I agree whole heartedly.”
She looked down, and Tremor peeped out at her, his wide black eyes were smiling over his stubby gold beak. She scratched his head, and those dark eyes closed happily.
“We are being assigned couple’s quarters. Are you amenable?”
She blinked and thought of a night without Tremor and Huros. “Yes. We are together now, in one way or another. There is no reason to be apart when it makes us worse.”
“A very practical outlook.” His lips twisted.
She sensed his irritation. She fired back at him with her own frustration and confusion as well as her attraction.
His shoulders tensed and then relaxed. “Fair enough. I am sorry. It was not my intent to burden you with my mind.”
“If it hadn’t been for your mind, we would not have met.”
He chuckled. “I would not be too sure of that. Tremor was already on the way when you and I bonded, and he told his parent that he was going to two people. He was certain he was going to bond to a couple, and that couple is us.”
She looked at Tremor, and he chirped confirmation, sending her a flicker of images that made her dizzy. Her life with Huros had just flashed before her eyes.
“You turn into one of those raptors?”
Tremor chirped confirmation and sent her an image of him in sparkling purple glory with his eyes dark and his claws sharp.
“Very pretty. When does that happen?”
Huros answered. “When he feels secure, which means, when we are settled. Until that time, he will remain in this cuddly form. It makes it easier for him to offer us assistance. He is completely non-threatening.”
She thought about it and had to agree; if he had come to her as the adult bird, she would have hesitated.
Huros settled the skimmer in the parking area and helped her out without the robe flaring open and exposing her partially clothed body to those passing through the space.
She kept Tremor in her arms and the robes hiked to mid-calf as she pattered through the gardens and pathways to the building that housed her quarters.
“I am just going to shower and change and then head down to the seamstress. Did you have a design in mind for the gown?”
He chuckled. “I will come with you. I have some data analysis to do but that can wait until your gown is underway.”
“I just hope I don’t get called while we are at the dinner.”
Huros laughed. “Good point. I will have them make two.”
Tremor chirped happily.
“And a sash for Tremor. He wants to dress up, too.”
“Done.” Huros put his arm around her, and they entered her building and headed for the lift.
Places to go and gowns to obtain. She also needed another day-off outfit, because the one she was wearing was trashed.
 
Meeting the rest of her family was a little strange. She was poked, prodded, her hair was examined and swabs were taken for confirmation until she grabbed them and burned them. That was enough proof for her grandmother, Jurim.
Praxos, her grandfather, surrendered to his wife’s decision, and he welcomed her warmly.
Yoris watched protectively until she was back at his side. The rest of the cousins, aunts and uncles came and were introduced to her. Jimra Artu Uramiss.
She wasn’t sure about the last name, but when her family was behind her in the literal sense, Jurim rang a bell and Huros and his family entered the hall.
Tremor was with Huros, and he looked splendid with his jaunty sash fastened around him. Tremor flapped his stubby wings happily when he saw her.
Huros’s parents came forward and greeted Jurim and Praxos. There were formal words that Jimra tuned out. She was staring at Huros in his formal tunic and robes, and he was looking at her with admiration.
She sent him her appreciation, and he responded in kind. Their linked minds tuned out all of those around them until they were in a world all their own.
When Huros stepped toward her, she did the same until they held hands, and he leaned down while she leaned up to kiss him.
 
* * * *
 
Yoris chuckled, “It seems that all negotiations must be settled. They are firmly linked and nothing is going to shift them.”
The Romack clan surrendered their son to the Uramiss family on the condition that the first child born of the half-Ypra woman bears their name.
Jurim put her hands on her hips. “We have gotten them a license for a maximum of four children. One can indeed bear the name of your family provided that it receives a full share of a Romack family member.”
“Done. Do you think they are going to stop that so we can have dinner?”
“I think we need to give them a few minutes. We will draw up the agreement. I believe the ratification sooner rather than later is the best idea. I have a magistrate ready to come out tonight if you are agreeable.” Jurim Uramiss smiled at the couple who were still locked together in a slow but surprisingly chaste kiss.
 
The contract was drawn up for a daughter of the Uramiss house taking the Romack son as her husband. The license for children allowed four, and there was a governmental caveat that would increase that option if the first children had talents. The Uramiss family would grow in stature by having more talents than any other prime family.
They pried the couple apart, and dinner was served. Jurim watched her new granddaughter as she ate slowly with her eyes locked on her mind mate.
There was no reason to delay. At the end of the night, the couple signed their contract and it was official.
“I expect you at the monthly dinner, Jimra. You as well, Huros. You are family now.” Jurim kissed them both on their cheeks as they prepared to leave.
Jimra looked to Yoris. “Monthly dinner?”
“You still have two weeks, Jimra. Take your three days. Your new quarters are already prepared, and you have three days to get used to your new husband. Enjoy your quiet time together.” Yoris waved for them to go.
As the couple left, Jurim turned to her son. “You did not know about her?”
“I did not. I don’t even know how Orden got pregnant. I was still subject to the treatment. It should not have been possible, but there she is, and I am glad for it.”
Jurim looked at her son and felt a trickle of pride. “It figures that you would manage to breed and declare for same sex. You always were an over achiever.”
“I take after you, Mother. Good night.”
She hugged him back, and when he departed, the room seemed less bright.
Praxos came up to her and put his arm around her. “Why do you look so sad, Ju?”
“I just want him to find someone. Jimra is a start, but I think he needs to find someone to love. He needs a partner of his own, but I know he won’t find one on Ypra.”
“Darling, you have given him all you could. The Citadel is his best chance of finding love.”
She nodded and leaned against her husband. He had been there for her for the last seventy-five years, and she hoped he would be there for fifty more. She wanted the same for her son.
 



Chapter Eight
 
 
Tremor had the good sense to go off and explore the main room while Huros and Jimra undressed each other. Jimra didn’t blame him, part of her wanted to hide.
The midnight blue dress with the sparkling stars streaking across the bodice fell to the floor, and she undid the clasps of his tunic. He had to sit to remove his boots, and she unpinned the fall of her hair and removed her jewellery.
When they were both naked, they fell to the bed and spent more time in each other’s minds than they did in each other’s body. Jimra hadn’t imagined the strange contrast of having him inside her mind and her body at the same time. She felt the wonder in his own mind as he felt her reactions and the senses of thrusting and retreating blurred when her sex became his and vice versa.
She blinked when the rush of heat finally faded and pleasure completed its drumbeats inside her. Jimra ran a hand through her hair, and she looked at him. “What the hell was that?”
He chuckled. “I think we need to learn to lock our minds. They tangle so easily in this situation. I believe we would enjoy it more if we didn’t know everything that was happening for the entire coupling.”
She ran a hand down his chest and stroked him. “Would you care to try again?”
Jimra closed her mind as best she could, and this time, things worked much better. She could still feel it when she gave him pleasure, and she made sure to pass along the same information, so it provided them both with the anticipation and uncertainty that heightened the experience.
 
The moment they curled together, Tremor joined them, hopping up his stepped bed at the end of their mattress. He waddled over and took his place in the curve of her body while Huros wrapped his arm around her.
“One weird, happy family.” She smiled and stroked Tremor.
Huros hadn’t worn protection, but Jimra didn’t want a baby right now. She hoped that her lack of cooperation was enough.
“I feel complete, and I didn’t realise that anything was missing.” He stroked her hair and sighed against her ear.
She smiled. “I feel the same.”
Tremor chirped his confirmation that he was, finally, where he needed to be.
Jimra had to ask, “So, what happens tomorrow?”
“Let tomorrow take care of itself. Tonight, I want to hold my wife with our Yaluthu curled against us.”
Jimra couldn’t argue with that. Three minds slowly entered the patterns of sleep, and together, they rested to store energy for the next day.
 
She woke up to Huros kissing her shoulder, and Tremor was far away in their new expanded quarters.
She turned to face her husband and followed his lead with a few twists. Jimra rolled him over and took the lead with the satisfaction she reached shared by both of them.
Huros appeared a little surprised when she cuddled against him. “You are very good at this.”
“I can feel what you need, what you want. We are still a little more firmly meshed than we were yesterday.”
Huros smiled, and he ran his hand over her spine. “I look forward to returning the favour.”
“Fortunately, we have a long life ahead of us. I don’t know how it works, but Tremor gave me a series of images that indicate we will move forward together for many years. Also, he will turn into a stunning dark purple bird with a penchant for sashes. Though, I think that last one might just be wishing.”
He chuckled and stroked his hand down her back again. “Probably. He seems to have a definite penchant for fashion.”
She smiled and relaxed. “He does. He picked out the final colour for my gown and demanded a matching sash.”
“Demanded?”
“That is what the seamstress said. He hopped up to her and chose his colour on the monitor.”
“We have a few things to discuss.”
She sighed. “We do.”
“How will you feel about me coming with you on all your assignments and you coming with me on mine?”
“I will get used to it. I don’t know if I will be of assistance on your assignments, but I know you can help me with planning on mine.”
“You would be surprised at how often I need a bodyguard. No one likes hearing about the flaws in their schemes and plans.” He smiled.
She chuckled. “I suppose that it would make you a target. Well, husband, I have your back.”
She wrapped her arm around him and slid her hand down his back to pat his butt.
“Will you let me know when you are ready to work on having a family?”
“We are a family.”
“You know what I mean.”
“I do. I am pretty sure that my body has begun the process of retaining your cells, but I am not sure.”
His eyes widened. “So soon?”
“We didn’t use protection, so it is entirely possible. The more times we come together, the more certain the process is.”
He winced. “Do you mind?”
She made a face. “I would have preferred more time, but neither of us were thinking about it last night or this morning.”
He sighed and stroked her back. “I would apologise, but I am not really sorry. No one gets authorisation for four children. It simply doesn’t happen.”
She smiled. “I am guessing that it is because of Yoris’s previous job as the Guardian of Ypra.”
“Probably. The younger we are when we have the children, the more time we will have to enjoy them.”
She chuckled. “We will need larger quarters.”
“I think we will need to move to a piece of property away from the Citadel. This isn’t an environment for children.”
That was something she hadn’t expected. “No. We are staying here. The fabricators can make us larger quarters.”
He gave her a wary look. “Why?”
“Because Yoris needs family, and I am his family. I think he will enjoy having grandchildren. Also, for a child without pure bloodlines, this is the safest place in the world.”
He blinked. “I forgot.”
She chuckled and curled around him. “I know. You have completely accepted me, and I appreciate it, but your world does not enjoy having aliens on it.”
“Your vid in the capitol has done a lot to having folk warming up to you. When it is made public that you are an Uramiss, it will go much more quickly, but I see what you mean. If our children do not appear to be Ypran, they may have issues.”
She debated telling him about the one detail that would make all the difference. If she could continue to steal cells off him for the next seven months, the child would come out looking Ypran. From what her mother had told her, men were funny about that kind of thing, because in addition to semen, the cells were stolen from his body by the slightly abrasive lining of her vaginal canal. They weren’t cells that he would miss, but men were funny about their reproductive organs.
Her body was only going to contribute what it had to.
As she thought about it, he muttered, “I am going to have to do some research to find out how this works.”
She grinned. “It is all in the Lekreaht files. Even after all these weeks, Yoris isn’t sure how I came to be, so I am guessing he never accessed the medical data files.”
“You won’t tell me?”
“I prefer that you do your own research on the matter. You are a big boy; you can look it up yourself.” Her lips twitched.
He sighed and pulled her close. “I would rather just remain here.”
“I thought that might be more attractive than medical research.”
He laughed, billowed the sheet up and pulled it over them so that they were in a cocoon of solitude.
Tremor still got in with them, but he had to work for it. They cuddled together until it was time to emerge and get some breakfast. The first day of their three days of privacy was underway.
 
Jimra was sitting with her feet up, watching the news vids with Tremor when she heard an exclamation from the study.
“What the hell?”
Jimra fed Tremor a nut and stroked his head when Huros came into the entertainment area.
“What is it, Huros?”
“You are going to build a child using cells from my body.”
She nibbled at her own share of the nuts. “And my own. Don’t forget that.”
He scowled. “You have an abrader inside you?”
“It only removes a few microns of skin every time we couple. Your penis recovers quickly.” It was hard to keep her laughter down, but she really tried.
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Because you needed to find out for yourself. Now, how upset are you that your own body mass will go into making your child?” She patted her lower abdomen.
He paused and then looked. “Are you...”
“Probably. When we leave here tomorrow, I will have the healers look me over. They will be able to see if I have started the process.”
“I thought you could choose.”
She rocked her hand back and forth. “I can and I can’t. My mom didn’t plan on pregnancy, but when she had her one night with Yoris, her body decided that his genetics were worthy of the effort of including them in a child. Our personal planning can be overridden.”
He held his data pad with the Lekreaht reproductive explanation, and he settled in next to her, putting his free hand on her belly.
His face focused, and a light came to his eyes. “Something is happening in there.”
“Are you sure it isn’t just breakfast?”
He chuckled. “I am sure. Analysis is my speciality. There is a process inside you producing energy.”
She looked over at him and saw that he was aroused. She knew all the signs after three days with him.
Jimra snorted. “I am guessing that you want to make a contribution to the process?”
He kissed her, and Tremor jumped to the floor, eating the spilled nuts. He pressed her back to the couch, and he smiled against her lips, mumbling, “You know me very well.”
She laughed and wrapped her arms around his neck as they set about the boring mechanics of constructing the next generation until pleasure lit both their minds and the joy of anticipation bloomed when pleasure faded.
 



Epilogue
 
 
Jimra was laughing at Yoris as he played with Tremor’s little one. Only one Yaluthu had come during the transformation, but the baby fluff ball was all the colours of the rainbow.
“So, Yoris, are you willing to babysit?”
“Of course! This little darling is so adorable I would love to keep her fed, watered and entertained while you go on missions.”
Jimra sighed in relief. Taking the baby on missions had made her a little nervous. Tremor considered Yoris a suitable guardian while he was absent.
“We will be back in four days.” She sighed and Tremor gave a few strong flaps to land on her shoulder.
“Take your time. I will be here.”
She walked up to him and put her hand on his shoulder. “Thanks again.”
Jimra turned to head for the door and Huros when Yoris asked, “When were you going to tell me you were pregnant? Is it a Lekreaht thing?”
She turned slowly. “Um, when I got into month four?”
“You are already curving. Are you sure that you are up for this mission?”
“I am pregnant, not injured. Huros has to do this analysis of court spending in the Imperium. I will watch his back, and he will keep an eye on my belly. I promise.”
“He had better, or this will be the only child he can father.”
She laughed. “Look up Lekreaht breeding. It doesn’t work quite that way, and it will explain a lot about how I came to be here. But now, I am off to watch my husband’s very attractive backside while Tremor watches out for me. Take care of fluffy.”
Yoris got to his feet and came over to her, pressing a soft kiss on her cheek. “Take care of you. You are the only daughter I am going to have.”
“Don’t worry. Your granddaughter is safe with me.”
She patted his cheek and stepped into Huros’s embrace, heading for the skimmer that would take them to the spaceport, and from there, the stars were waiting. Their little family had a mission, and they were going to complete it and come home.
It might not be working with the fire office, but Jimra managed to find beauty and fulfilment in the everyday actions of herself, her husband and Tremor. It was different, but it was spectacular.
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