
        
            
                
            
        

    Enslaved by her own people, she breaks free and joins the Citadel in her capacity as a water elemental. Her destiny is fluid.
 
 
Mora was identified to the Resicor government as a talent, and on the way to the interview that would lock her up, she was diverted and hidden in the mountains.
After a year on her own, she was captured and her time in service to the Resicor government began, deep underground where the public would never know.
Tranoth was assigned by the Citadel to break her free, but as a technician, he had to go where he was sent. By chance, he ended up with her on two occasions, and it was enough time to set things in place for the breakout.
By the time they are able to move, she has been alone for six years with only minimal contact by other beings. Her mind is fragile but she is determined. If they give her a place to run and hide, they will have to catch up to her because she is going.
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Chapter One
 
 
Morakil Esterhart clutched her purse as she walked toward the screening centre. Her world had become a strange and dangerous place to live in, and it was getting worse.
Resicor was turning into a world of darkness and paranoia, and Mora was afraid that she was about to become its next victim.
A woman came up next to her and said quietly, “Do you want to pass this interview?”
Mora tried to turn but the voice said, “Don’t look. Do you want to pass this interview?”
Mora nodded.
“Good. Just relax.”
A hand gripped her wrist and held tight for a moment. A second later, they were in the midst of a pushing and jostling crowd. A cloak was draped over her head and shoulders and hands guided her out of the crowd and away from the screening centre.
Mora glanced back, and she bit her lip as she saw herself stepping toward the centre with a nervous stride. She kept her head down and walked with the stranger who had his arm around her.
When they got around the corner, a transport was waiting for her. The man behind the wheel said, “We can take you home or to the mountains. Your choice. Once you are out there, you will be on your own.”
“So, I am escaping the dome and going to the hills instead?”
“Your mind and body will be free. Consider that our gift to you.” The man nodded to his companion, and they chuckled together.
Mora sat back. This was going to be no life for a jeweller, but she supposed that living free was a better option than living in confinement. Idly, she wondered how the fake her was doing at the interview.
 
* * * *
 
The double was sitting in the interview room with two people glaring at her from across the table. In the corner was an empath who was monitoring her mind.
“So, despite your neighbour complaining about your farm having water during the drought, you are claiming that you had nothing to do with it?”
Fake Mora smiled nervously, keeping the copied memories and personality in front of her own. “I don’t know why the family farm has more water than my neighbours. We might be on a different water table. I don’t involve myself with the farm at all. I am a jeweller.”
Fake Mora felt the pressure on her mind, and she showed it only what it should feel. Nervous fear and confusion. 
This was not the first time she had done this, or even the hundred and first. She sat through more questions about the water levels at Mora’s home, and finally, she was discharged when the empath shook her head.
She had a clean bill of being normal, which would mean that Mora could go home, but the blood sample would degrade in a matter of hours. Mora would be registered as normal until someone checked on the blood that they took when fake Mora entered the building. After that, there would be a hunt for her.
“Ms. Esterhart!” The empath caught up with her just inside the door.
“Yes?”
“You forgot your purse.”
Fake Mora sighed and smiled gratefully. “Thank you.”
The empath didn’t extend it. “You know, you have a very organized mind. I was surprised, from what your brother said, you were a little scatter-brained.”
Fake Mora scowled and rummaged through her memories. “I don’t have a brother.”
The empath inclined her head with a cruel smile. “I had to try. Here you are.”
She extended the bag and fake Mora looked at it curiously. “That isn’t my bag.”
 “Oh, really? I suppose that the property master got them confused.”
Fake Mora bobbed her head. “It is fine. I am sure you can understand; I really want to just go home and get back to work.”
The empath finally gave up. “Good day, Ms. Esterhart. It was a pleasure meeting you.”
“Thank you. Good day.” Fake Mora felt the tingling in her body that preceded her return to her normal shape, and she turned to escape the centre with as much decorum as she could manage.
She made it outside and inhaled sharply. She could sense the two men following her as she moved down the street. She moved quickly and loosened the knot of hair at the base of her neck. Her locks were caught by the wind, and they flowed around her. She headed into a mall, and from there, she went into the busiest restroom she could find. She bumped into a woman who was entering with her, and while she was inside a stall, she changed into the woman’s appearance. She didn’t need the mind because this was just a distraction.
She turned her long tunic inside out and belted it with a flashy buckle from her pocket. With her hair cascading over one shoulder, she left the stall and washed her hands. 
The two men following her were waiting outside, but she walked past them without stopping. She headed to the teashop and wandered out with a tea, heading to the underground tube station and a fast ride home.
She held her borrowed shape until she changed trains, and then, she assumed another form with the belt no longer in position. A pregnant woman was always a good place to hide.
She waddled up the steps toward the street and hoped that Mora had made it clear of the city. Around the corner, the shapeshifter ditched her outer clothing and emerged from the alleyway wearing boots, a bodysuit and vibrant blue hair.
It was her own body and face, but the hair was all whimsy. Amly Hyde had done what she could for Mora, and now, she had to get back to her day job in the Coroway Teashop. 
The government officials needed their teas and pastry, and she was just the person to serve it to them.
 
* * * *
 
The directions to the small cabin had been spot on, but the rations they had given her only lasted six months. Mora hated the idea of hunting, but she had no choice.
The nearby stream had fish it in most days, but she would get tired of fishing fairly quickly. She needed to hunt some of the local wildlife, and for that, she needed a weapon. She had already read the books on butchering meat from the cabin’s small library.
“Come on, Mora. You can do this.”
She sat next to the stream and lifted a handful of water. A flick of her wrist and she snapped it into the nearest tree, causing it to shake violently.
She scooped up more water and increased her focus, managing to slice through the tree with one shot. With practice, she finally cut the tree down with nothing more than a blade of water.
Mora just had to find out what her range was, and she might even be able to take down one of the local deer. 
How long would she have to live out here on her own, anyway?
 
Another six months went by and she had become accustomed to hunting and foraging for a living. Her clothing was worn from repeated washing and her hands were rough from more than just the delicate metal work she used to do.
Her vantage point in the hills gave her a good view of the sky. It was her sole means of entertainment. 
When the search parties began to come by, it took her a few moments to realize what she was seeing. 
“Damn it.”
She ran for the cover of the trees, but the flying vehicles were sweeping in an organized wave across the mountain range. They were looking for something, and she was in their path.
Diving into the rock was not an option, so she ran along the tree line, her worn boots skidding across rock and branches. She had no illusions about being caught. With a wave of ten vehicles flying edge-to-edge, she had no chance at escape. All she could do was keep her little cabin a secret in the hopes that someone could use it in a subsequent event.
Mora had lived for a year with the threat of discovery, and she was tired. She was only able to run for two miles when the first blasts struck the ground around her. A groove was worn into the gravel in front of her and another behind her. She was well and truly pinned down.
There was nothing to do but wait.
“Remain standing. You are hereby arrested under the Unapproved Talents Act. Do not attempt to run and do not use your talent on any of our officers. That will not go well for you.”
Mora waited and two officers descended and locked her hands together. A brace was placed around her neck, and she was marched to a clearing where one of the search vehicles had landed.
She was bundled up and locked into a harness with weapons pointed at her.
They flew her to the assessment centre, and then, she had some explaining to do.
 



Chapter Two
 
 
“Well, Morakil, you are looking a little different than you were the last time we met.”
Mora looked at the pleasant face of the woman in front of her and felt the prickling in her thoughts that told her she was sitting with a psychic of some kind. Most psychics were in government service. If you could mentally manipulate someone, you had a job for life.
Mora swallowed. “I have had an eventful year. It is bound to change a person.”
“Yes, I can see the change in your thought patterns. Fear isn’t in there anymore. Determination is.” The interviewer smiled. “The odd thing is that there is no recognition in your mind, as if you had never seen me before.”
Mora sat back. “I have never been good with faces.”
“You are lying. Who was here that day?”
She smiled. “I have no idea.” It was the truth and she knew it glowed in her mind.
“What did they offer you?”
Mora cocked her head. “Offer me?”
“Yes, they had to have convinced you to go with them. What did they say?”
“They told me I had one chance to leave and enjoy some freedom. I took it.”
The agent cocked her head. “How did you survive?”
“I taught myself to hunt and kill. It took a bit of trial and error.”
Mora knew that they were going to press her for details on her talent. 
“How did you learn?”
“That isn’t relevant. Please ask what you mean to ask me.”
The agent sat back and tapped her fingers. “What is your talent?”
“Water control.”
“That is funny, I believe that you said you didn’t have any talent for water when you were here a year ago.”
Mora tapped her cuffs on the table. “Well, not all talents get a cushy job with the government, so did you expect me to be frank about it?”
The empath paused and blushed before going pale. “It was your duty to declare yourself.”
“My duty to go to prison for an accident of genetics? I really don’t think so.”
“Your talent can be a danger to those around you.”
“No, it actually can’t.” Mora remained calm. 
The only question was where they were going to put her. Were they going to send her to the dome or lock her somewhere else? 
“Remain here.” The agent got to her feet and swept out in her tailored suit and elegant hairstyle.
There was a cup of tea left out for her, but she ignored it. She didn’t trust anything that the Resicor government had to offer.
Two hours later, the agent returned. “We have a posting for you. You will be taken to get your uniform, and from there, you will work in the water-processing plant with whatever skills you have mastered. You will be shackled to the facility and no one will know you exist.”
“So, just like I am now, but I will have something to do with my time. Excellent. When do I leave?”
The empath blinked in surprise. “Um, now.”
“Good. This interview has gone just about as far as I was willing to go without dinner and a glass of wine.”
Mora waited for the guards to take hold of her. The last thing she wanted to do was to stand up without them ready for it. They looked a little twitchy to her.
She was marched through the assessment facility and several women approached her, removing her clothing with tongs and grimaces. It didn’t take much. Her clothing was ready to fall apart anyway.
She was scrubbed, brushed and tucked into a new bodysuit, all without removing her cuffs. The ladies had skills.
A cowl was put over her head, and she was flown for hours before being disgorged into a building that had the feel of water around it.
She was marched down an endless array of hallways before the cowl was removed and the cuffs were released with new bands being snapped in place on wrists and ankles.
The tech attaching the cuffs looked apologetic. “The cuffs will keep you from leaving the facility. A sonic shower array has been set up. If the bands get wet, you will get a shock hard enough to knock you out.”
“I understand. You can’t be too careful now can you?” Mora smiled and rotated her wrists. 
She looked around and noted the folks in lab coats manning monitoring panels. One of the scientists looked at the tech and the tech nodded. 
“Miss, if you would come here and increase the volume of water through this channel?”
Mora flexed her hands again. “I need to be near the water. Show me the physical channel and I can increase the flow.”
She was led to the pipes under guard, but once she was standing in proximity, she could feel the flow inside the metal and ceramic. The pipe traced back into a water treatment plant, and the pressure couldn’t be built up without creating an air bubble.
“I can’t increase the amount of water. The plant that supplies the water has a blockage. I work with water, not metal.” 
The scientist looked at her and smiled. “Very good. They wondered if you could track water as well as move it. That solves that issue.”
Mora crossed her arms. “What did you expect?”
“I don’t know. We were not given the extent of your talent.”
She sighed. “Tell me what you want me to do and I will try to do it. That is all. No games.”
The scientist nodded. “Right. Divert two-thirds of pipe nine twenty over to twelve thirty-six.”
Mora identified the pipes and found their connecting points. She pulled the water through until it opened the valves to the correct level. It was boring, but it seemed to be what they wanted from her, so she did it.
 
Two months later, she was getting the commands from a headset that she could wear around the plant. She spent time exploring the caverns that surrounded the pipes, but there was nowhere to go and nothing to do.
The tedium continued as days flowed into weeks and she was never allowed to see daylight. The tunnels became her home, and it was a boring existence.
After her third week underground, she had learned the reason behind her assignment. They had run out of the motors to change the valves with any kind of speed. The demand for clean water was ongoing, so her appearing at that time had been fortuitous.
“Miss? You are requested in the boardroom.”
Mora got to her feet and walked lightly along the gantry toward the offices.
“Yes?”
There were new people in the boardroom. A telepath and an empath as well as two others. 
“Ms. Esterhart? Please be seated.” The telepath gestured.
“No thank you.” She stood at the opposite end of the long table, placing herself in the advantageous position.
She felt pressure on her mind. “Sit.”
Mora raised one eyebrow. “I am not one of the sheep of the population. I can feel what you are trying to do.”
The empath whispered, “She is bored and amused.”
The telepath sent a bolt that Mora felt, but she let it slide through her without making a mark. 
“As entertaining as this is, you came here for a reason. What is it?”
One of the normals in the room said, “Have you heard of the New City?”
Mora scowled. “Only in theory. It was to be a talent-free zone, a haven of safety for those who feared the taint of the talented.” She laced as much sarcasm as she could in those last words.
The normal continued on as if she hadn’t spoken. “The New City is a clean and fresh start for Resicor. We have designed it to be the peak of technological advancement, grace and beauty.”
“Wonderful for you.”
The other normal spoke. “Our opening day has been moved up and our water-processing systems have not been completed. Your assistance is requested.”
The telepath scowled. “Required.”
Mora snorted. “That goes without saying, but thanks for making sure I understood.”
She lifted her wrists and the bands shifted. 
The telepath nodded and Mora was grabbed by two guards she hadn’t noticed standing behind her.
They shoved her arms into pitchers of water, and Mora let the water flow across the bands. First, there was pain and then everything went black.
 
She woke up in a large bubble covered with screens. A voice in her ear began immediately. “Ms. Esterhart, you are now responsible for the water feeds to three thousand homes and all public works. A relief switch has been placed that will allow you to have breaks and operate the few pumps we have for up to eight hours. You can sleep, eat and there is even an entertainment station for you, but from this moment on, you are the water supply for New City.”
She felt a tingling in her wristbands.
“If you cease to work, oversleep or attempt to escape, you will feel a growing electrical shock in your limbs. Begin now.”
She found the reservoir and pulled the water upward and into the pipes while the electric charge on her wrists intensified.
When the gauge displays finally showed water pressure, Mora felt the sensation dissipate. She exhaled and took a seat in the only chair in the room. 
She was on duty until she figured out what she wanted to do next.
 
Four years came and went while she worked with New City. They had added exercise space for her when her limbs began to show atrophy and she lost her appetite from lack of stimulation. She was ordered to work out and to eat everything that came out of the dispenser.
They had turned her into a pet, dependant on them for food, water and exercise. That is when the hatred for them got a second wind.
A tech began showing up to check her equipment around that time. He was handsome with pleasant features and an easy smile. He was a distraction, and she knew it when she saw it.
He worked on her cuffs and scowled. “You should not get them so grubby.”
She snorted. “I thought the sonic shower would clean them.”
“It can’t get into the nooks and crannies like a good alcohol soak. I will have to make a request to have one removed at a time to give them appropriate maintenance. Can we check your com systems?”
“I receive only. If I complain, there is no one listening.”
“I beg to differ; they are always listening.”
“Well, go ahead and check them. I am not fussy about what they hear.”
The tech slipped under one of the low decks that housed the electrical systems, and he cut and snipped away while she made the fountain dance with a strange rhythm that made the little children in the town square laugh and clap with delight.
A voice whispered in her ear. “Don’t react.”
She kept her eyes on the video screens with her normal bored attention. The city had expanded and her talent had expanded with it. She checked on water pressure, the power plant and all the public water features that made the city so attractive.
“We are working to free you, so I have set up a separate channel for you to listen to. Don’t speak to us, don’t acknowledge us and you will be free in a few months.”
She asked him, “Are you done yet?”
He squirmed out from under the instrument panel. “I am done, but you still need work on those cuffs.”
“File a request with my owners. I don’t have much say in a matter.”
He nodded. “Right. I will be back, or they will send another tech for the procedure. Either way, you will get the right maintenance for that equipment. We can’t keep you safe if they are not in good shape.”
“Right. Of course not. I forgot my safety was at stake.”
“We are here to keep you safe and healthy, Ms. Esterhart. Remember that.” He nodded to her and made his way down the staircase under her platform. 
Alone again, she set off the fountains in rotation. Anything beat the boredom.
She squelched down the hope of the whisper in her ear. Hope would kill her faster than the hate. Hate kept her going.
 



Chapter Three
 
 
Whispers in her ear had caused hope to surge despite her better judgement. The view of the night sky on her screens showed her the ships that were landing at and taking off from the dome. 
Mora heard the whispers telling her to keep calm and to remain ready to leave, even though her tech had been changed to a young woman who had a knack for quick work and a cheerful manner. 
No one who attended her gave their names. They were techs, officers or governors. She was a curiosity to be kept from public knowledge, but she was a treasure that they gloated over. She seethed with rage.
The whisper came to her one night, after dark. “Ms. Esterhart, prepare to leave. When you receive the signal, run to the service entrance and count to six then blow through the door.”
She hummed casually, “How am I going to do that?”
“We have faith in your skills. The bands have been disabled for this moment.”
She shrugged. “May as well.”
“You do realize you are talking to the empty air.”
“Oh, I have been doing this for months. You just didn’t notice. Now, Count Heinrich, take me away.”
“Count Heinrich?”
“Earl of Masterwill. Please, I don’t know you well enough to consider a courtship at this stage of our acquaintance.” She held her hand out and giggled coquettishly. 
Her whispering companion went silent for half an hour. On the screens, she saw a falling star tumble toward the ground. 
She looked up and heard the voice in her earpiece. “Go! Now!”
She bolted out of her chair, struck the maintenance switch and ran for the exit. Each stair trembled under her feet as she clung to the railing. The bridge that connected her pod to the outside world was made of thin metal. The service door was on the other side, and she rushed over as quickly as she could. 
Now that she faced the metal door, she counted to six and summoned some water from fifty meters below where she stood. It wasn’t a laser, but slicing through the metal was not difficult. The hole she made was big enough for her to easily run through. 
She had never been beyond this point, so she treaded carefully, waiting for the pain to sear through her body. When she realized it wasn’t going to activate, she used her own saliva to cut free of the bands. She kept the earpiece to hear any more instructions from her invisible friend, but she wasn’t going to keep those bands.
The second door was open and figures were waiting for her. She worked up a little extra saliva and waited to see what they would do. The male tech was waiting for her. “Come with me. Wait, where are the bands?”
She swallowed, “I cut them off. Even if they imprison me again, I won’t wear the bands.”
He looked as if he wanted to ask her something else, but he grabbed her hand and pulled her into the rocks nearby.
“We are heading to a shuttle. You are being kidnapped by the Citadel.” He laughed.
The shuttle was waiting with the hatch open and power systems gleaming, ready for action.
They ran, and in the distance, Mora heard the approach of flying skimmers. The sound sped her pacing, and she was suddenly glad of the exercise she had been required to engage in.
They clambered into the shuttle, and the moment that the tech shut and locked the door, they shivered up and into the air.
Mora clutched at the nearest wall as they tipped and tilted past the attackers and into the sky.
After the violent rocking eased, the tech helped her into the shuttle and up the hallways with a hand under her elbow.
Once she was seated, she sighed and smiled until the shrill voice in her ear demanded to know where she was. With a scowl, she pulled the earpiece out with a wince, and she sliced the unit into pieces with a stream of spit.
The tech blinked at the tiny fragments left on her skin. “Well, that would explain it.”
She sighed again and relaxed into the seat. “So, what do you need me to do?”
He looked at her with his dark brows furrowed. “What?”
“I expect that you need me to do something or you wouldn’t have gotten me off Resicor.”
“Um, not really. The Citadel does pay talents for the use of their skills. They can teach, train, learn, take courses or merely meditate to keep themselves centred. It is all up to you. If you want to work using your talent, you can, but if you want to take a class on species identification or how to prepare foods for a multitude of extra-planetary visitors, you can do that as well.”
“Are you with them?”
He smiled, “Tranoth Lek, technician and power supply.” He extended his hand to her.
“Morakil Esterhart, water control.”
“You are an elemental.” His smile reached his eyes. 
He really was quite nice to look at. Fit physique, black hair and dark brown eyes made him attractive and blend in at the same time. His height was a few inches greater than hers but that was a good thing. She hated being able to see the top of a man’s head. 
“So I have been told. Is there somewhere I can get out of this bodysuit? Or something else for me to wear?”
Tranoth nodded. “Of course. I will show you to the lav and get you a new suit.”
There was a slight shift in the feel of the ship. He got to his feet and offered her his hand.
She put her hand in his and let him guide her to the lav. The hated suit was off the moment she got the door closed. She peeled out of it and left it in a heap on the floor. The lav had a solar setting instead of the hated sonic, so she turned it on and basked in the quick flash of heat that her captors had denied her. She wanted a sun, she wanted warmth and, more than that, she wanted to make her jewellery again.
Mora reluctantly left the lav with her hair hiding a lot of her upper body. She took two steps before Tranoth blinked and extended a suit with stiff arms. “Here. It is a Masuo suit.”
She pulled it on and moved to fasten it, but it fastened itself. “What is going on?”
“Masuo is the best protection we can offer you. It is a plant with delusions of grandeur,” Tranoth explained.
“What is it doing?”
The suit was creeping along her skin and fitting tightly to it while offering her breasts support and shifting to a yellow and deep aqua. The neckline was high, and she finally felt warm and relaxed when the suit finished squirming.
“Well, that was a successful extraction.” Tranoth smiled.
“I am glad. All that whispering was beginning to freak me out.”
“So, what was your blather about counts and earls?”
“Oh, I made up my own mental soap opera with me as the star. I would prattle on for hours.”
She smiled and stretched her arms over her head. “That feels good. It is like wearing a warm column of air.”
“When you sleep or shower, it will reduce itself down to a band on your calf or arm.”
“Do you wear one?”
“No, they don’t get along with my personal biology. I have to make do with boring fabric; well, it is custom made to help focus my power, but I have to ask you again, did you really cut through your cuffs with spit?”
She smiled at him. “Of course.”
“So, you could get out of your bonds at any time?”
“Yes, but with nowhere to go, what would it have gotten me? The electric shocks used were quiet painful, and they expected them to be effective.” 
“Expected them?”
“Well, as I had nowhere to run, there was no sense in breaking free. Since they were expecting me to react, I had to pretend that I couldn’t get around the cuffs. A few shocks over the years convinced them that I couldn’t get away, so they removed the guards and made my escape tonight easier.”
“So, you were just waiting for us?”
“I was waiting for a way to get off Resicor. Since you have provided me with that means, I owe you a few years of service, or the Citadel, whomever brought you here.” Mora smiled. “I am guessing that you are not from Resicor.”
He shook his head. “No, I am not. I have been infiltrating the tech corps for a few years to see how many talents were being used for public works. You are only the beginning.”
“So, how are your people going to square this with the Resicor government?”
“We are not. There is a rescue effort in effect across the globe. Tonight, we tore dozens of talents free of their imprisonment. They will be scattered across Citadels around the Alliance and the Imperium.” He smiled brightly. “Would you like to meet our pilot?”
“Sure. Lead the way.” 
Tranoth walked with her through the ship, showing her the quarters she could sleep in, the small galley and the tea dispenser. 
“Lovely tour, where is the pilot?” Mora smiled.
“Sorry. I just want to make sure you can find what you need at any time of the day or night.” He waved for her to precede him, and a moment later, they were on the command deck.
Mora stumbled to a halt. “Leehan?”
Her childhood friend turned and smiled. “Hello, Morakil, I am glad that we got you out.”
Mora blinked. “I thought you were dead.”
Leehan flipped some toggles and pressed a button as she got to her feet. “Yeah, that was the general idea. I have been sneaking the Citadel personnel onto Resicor for seven years.”
Leehan opened her arms, and Mora ran forward for a hug. Tears flowed between both of them. Tranoth was left out, but Mora could see him taking a seat at the second console. 
“Come on, Mora. I will explain where I have been. Tranoth can steer if he has to. The ship takes care of most of the flight.”
“Don’t you have to worry about them coming after us?” Mora asked as she was nudged back toward the galley.
“No. The Raiders that have been farming the talents aren’t ready to make their move yet.”
Mora stopped. “Farming?”
“I will explain on another occasion.”
Leehan set up a pot of tea and two cups, then flicked through the menu and selected items that were highlighted in purple. “We can eat the food with the purple outline but some of the others are a little sketchy.”
“Good to know; now, how the hell did you get here?”
Leehan poured the tea and sat down while the dispenser whirred. She sat back and sipped at the tea, her red braid over her shoulder. Leehan looked right at home in her black bodysuit and her bright green eyes sparkled.
She smiled at Mora. Mora smiled back out of rusty reflex. It had been so long since someone smiled at her, she had nearly forgotten how to react.
“Well, let me take you back to our final year of school when we went on that camping trip. You and I were in tents next to each other, and in the morning, the rain hit. My tent collapsed under the weight and yours was still standing. You pulled me into your tent, and we ate the food your mom had packed while the rest of the campers were soaked to the skin. When the rain stopped, we came out and your tent was damp, but the water hadn’t come in. That was when I knew that you had a talent.”
Mora twitched her lips. “You didn’t buy my excuse about waterproofing?”
“The ground around us was liquid, but you and I were able to break down your tent and get back to the transports without slipping and sliding in mud. Whatever you did, you didn’t like getting dirty.”
Mora sipped at her tea. “I never did. It wasn’t the wet. That I could deal with. I hate getting dirt on me.”
Leehan laughed. “Anyway, that was when I first realized that you were a talent and that your skills were way more obvious than mine. I can drive anything, but that is a skill that doesn’t make much of an impact on an observer.”
“You can’t drive a horse.” Mora chuckled.
Leehan scowled. “You are right. I can’t. I can’t drive anything that thinks for itself. I still think of that every time I am on a world with high humidity. My butt aches.”
Mora chuckled. “I told you not to try it.”
“I thought I could manage. You didn’t have to laugh so much.”
The dispenser chimed and Mora went to get their meal. “Yes, I did.”
Leehan chuckled. 
“Anyway, so after I realized what you were, I talked to my parents. They were talents as well and had been trying to find a way to get my brother and myself off Resicor. Our departure was set up to take place during a landslide. There was no way to arrange for you to join us that wouldn’t put your family in danger.”
Mora blinked. “You were going to try and take me with you?”
“We wanted to try, but since we had never been away with you outside of school, it would have drawn attention to your family if we took you with us. So, we drove up a hillside on a night with a meteor shower and my brother caused a landslide that destroyed our vehicle with tissue and blood samples inside.”
“And the meteor shower hid the landing craft.”
Leehan smiled and refilled her teacup. “And the meteor shower hid the landing craft. We were taken to the Citadel on Urgus. We gained mastery over our skills and started to work for a living. That is when I was able to hand over information on you and several other talents in danger of being locked up or used by the telepaths.”
“Your family is aware of that?”
“Yeah, my dad was an empath and my mother is a healer. She is the one who generated the tissue samples that we used in the fake crash. Dad retired, but he didn’t want his kids to be locked up. He taught us how to hide ourselves from the scans and how to spot other talents before they emerged. You already had a grip on your skills before we met.”
Mora set their dinner down on the table. “It started when I was eight. We had a drought and the animals needed to be watered. That was what got me in trouble this time. I called the water and our little farm flourished when all of our neighbours were struggling. My parents didn’t know why our water table was higher and I didn’t tell them.”
“And when you were called to the screening centre?”
“They told me not to come back if I was a talent. They didn’t need that kind of trouble.” It took a weight off her to say what had fuelled her anger for so long. The expression on her parents’ face as she walked to catch the transport into the city had been worth a thousand words. They didn’t want her back no matter what the result was. Her life had been over from the moment that their neighbour had pointed the finger directly at their farm.
 



Chapter Four
 
 
The feeling of waking without the weight of the bands on her wrists was surreal. She felt light and capable of anything.
She hadn’t been given any information on the woman who took her place at the initial interview. It was obvious that Leehan knew who the woman was, but she wasn’t telling.
After dinner, Leehan had encouraged her to sleep as long as she wanted. Mora had taken the opportunity to let her body run out a clock that had been ticking for four years.
When she had been asleep for eight hours and one minute, her body jolted her awake, and with deliberated focus, she rolled over and went back to sleep. It was a habit she was going to have to break.
Mora sat up and blinked as the elegant band around her left knee stretched in greeting. There was a tiny lav built into her quarters, and she wedged herself in and took care of the necessary parts of drinking a litre of tea before she went to bed.
The toilet ledge retracted and she stood under the shower; solar waves cleaned her, and she smiled and turned her face into the pulses of heat.
She turned front and back so that the warmth could touch her all over. When she was clean and her skin tingled, she thought about how to get dressed. The band over her knee surged up, down and wrapped around her until she was dressed again. The whole thing took three seconds.
She opened the door and unravelled her hair until the waves reached her tailbone. She had never worn her hair so long in her life, but haircuts had not been part of her maintenance.
Mora left her quarters and headed for the command deck. Leehan and Tranoth were seated and a large, glowing orb was in front of them.
“What is that?”
Tranoth smiled. “That is Station 13. Beyond it is Balen. They have a Citadel and a new Sector Guard base. That is the place you will call home unless you are reassigned.”
“I will live at Citadel Balen?”
Leehan nodded. “You will. They train all sorts of talents. You will have a chance to learn from others who have mastered their own skills and to teach the ones that you have taken charge of.”
Tranoth grinned. “Like that trick you did with your spit.”
Put that way, it didn’t sound that great. “I learned that trick while I was living in the woods for a year. There is nothing like survival to teach you what you can and cannot do.”
Tranoth chuckled. “That is what you can offer to others. Many will never have to push the boundaries of their control. That you have had to survive with your talent alone has elevated you from being an average talent to an example of self-reliance. That makes you rare, and folks will want to ask you how you managed.”
Leehan chuckled. “Fold out that seat over there and put on the harness. We are approaching Balen, and when the gravity kicks in, you are going to feel it.”
Mora followed instructions and watched as the station whizzed past, letting the full expanse of the planet below show her its wonder. 
When the ship began to shudder, she was glad that Leehan had warned her. It was not an easy entry, but when they landed, the gentle rain covered the front screens. 
Mora was nearly crying. “Can we go outside?”
Tranoth smiled. “We can. Leehan has to pick up another agent to rescue another citizen. My cover was blown when I had to break the programming on the cuffs. They will examine them and try to find out what I did.”
Mora chuckled. “They can try. I didn’t leave much of them to examine.”
He smiled. “Regardless, it is not a chance that the Citadel will take. Once an operative is outed, they leave. No questions about it.”
“Anyone who stayed would be in danger.”
He nodded. “There are a few Resicor agents who are trying to free more of your people, but their decisions are not impacted by the orders of the Citadel.”
“Like the woman who took my place for the interview.”
“Precisely. She has refused time and again to leave. We can’t force her from the surface until she decides it is time or the moment when her own life is in danger. I am hoping that it does not come to that.” Tranoth shrugged. “Let’s go out and greet the rain.”
He didn’t need to tell her twice. She hugged Leehan and promised to have tea the next time she was on Balen, but then, she was at Thanoth’s heels as he paced to the rear hatch.
The moment the door was opened, the scent of rain flowed in and Mora ran out.
She sprinted across the tarmac and twisted with her arms out, letting the rain pivot around her on its way to the ground. It hugged her, coated her suit and didn’t touch her. Her control stopped the rain millimetres from her skin and hair. She could feel the water in the air around her and twist it to her will, but she did hate getting dirty, and wet was nearly as bad.
 
* * * *
 
Tranoth watched her as she danced with the rain. Corkscrews, waves, ribbons and the outline of a person to dance came and went as Morakil twisted and turned her body. She wasn’t forcing the water; it was taking the shape that she wanted because she wanted it. Elementals were always special, but Morakil had made peace with her element. It was a respected tool in her hands, and she returned it to its proper place when she had completed her use of it.
He turned back to the shuttle, and Leehan was watching her friend dance in the rain. He was surprised to see the normally cheerful pilot swiping at her eyes, but when he looked back at Morakil’s embrace of the open air and her element for the first time in years, he understood. 
The task of moving the water had been a job, an order to serve those who despised her. She had resented it and done only what they forced her to, for the most part. He knew all about her playing with the fountains for the children in the parks. She had found joy in watching the joy of the innocent. It was probably one of the only things that kept her sane.
“Ms. Esterhart, we are expected inside. You can play with the waters of Balen as much as you want to. No one will stop you or restrain you again.” He tried to be respectful, but she looked like a being made if living mercury, a woman covered in a shell of water. He had to admit it was hot.
He felt his body reacting to the sight, but being in standing water made his talent dangerous. With his skill with electronics had come the ability to manipulate electrical impulses. His talent had shorted out her cuffs, and his skills had let him construct a sub-network that allowed his contact with her during the last months of her confinement. 
He had never felt more relieved than he had when she had burst into the open air, her eyes wide as she looked for the guards she no doubt expected. Even thinking that it was a trap, she had grasped the chance for freedom. It was heartening for her mental state after years of imprisonment. She still hoped.
Tranoth knew that he would enjoy watching her gain confidence in her freedom, and after today, he knew that he would always try to watch her dancing in the rain.
 
* * * *
 
After grasping ribbons of water and twisting around and around, Mora stopped and caught her breath. She really was on a new world away from home. Away from Resicor and those who would hunt her. 
She was free. 
She heard Tranoth call to her, and she smiled as she approached him. “Lead the way.”
His eyes were gleaming as he watched her. His suit repelled the water, but his hair was hanging in his eyes.
She reached up and skimmed her hand along his hair, removing the water and dropping it to the ground in a soft cascade. “Shall we go inside?”
“We have to cross the valley first. The Citadel doesn’t have a landing area, so we use the Guard base. There are skimmers over here.”
He led her to a rack of vehicles twelve-feet long, five-feet wide and surrounded by a safety railing at waist height.
Tranoth helped her into the vehicle, and he started it up. Seconds later, they were cruising through the sky and over the empty span of the valley that separated Guard base and Citadel. 
She held onto the railing and let the wind tug at her hair. She smiled at the feel of the air against her skin, the water touching the barrier between her and the impact of moisture. Mora placed her hand on Tranoth’s arm, extending her protection to him. He was able to see more clearly, and they flew straighter when the water did not strike his eyes.
The Citadel itself rose out of the stone around it with elegant spires and wide walls. It was a span designed to see into the distance and to protect those within it. There was comfort in the very design of the structure, and it made Mora smile.
The ground and the very flavour of the water told her that this was not a hallucination. She was indeed on another world and she was about to meet her host.
They landed, and she noted something just inside the door. It was small and it was hopping from foot to foot. 
“What is that?”
“It is a Yaluthu. They are an introduced species that has been successful in finding its psychic matches. They bond with certain talents and offer perks for the maintenance that they require.”
“I see. Why is it hopping like that?” Mora scowled. They were getting closer to the creature.
“It is either excited or it has to go to the lav and it doesn’t like to get its feet wet.” He grinned, and they walked into the doorway where the small thing waited.
Brilliant green fluff made up most of the creature, and deep blue eyes were huge above the stubby golden beak. 
Mora paused and looked down at it. “Hello.”
It flapped its little wings and hopped, chirping urgently.
Unable to stop herself, she picked it up, smiling at the comfort and happiness that it spilled into her mind.
Tranoth grinned. “It seems you have been chosen. They do wait until they have a proper match before they choose.”
“Plink has been waiting for me since she hatched.” Mora blinked rapidly. “Did I just say that?”
He patted her shoulder. “You did. Plink, I am happy to meet you.”
The creature flapped her green wings and settled in Mora’s arms.
Mora felt an inner calm beginning to well out of her and Plink was the source. “What is she doing?”
A woman in an elegant set of robes walked toward her with a raptor on her shoulder. “She is healing you. Yaluthu were enhanced from a much smaller species to become battlefield healers. They do heal any and all wounds. They are excellent healers, but their empathy and mind healing truly only comes into play with their partner.”
“She is healing my…mind?”
“She is. I am Veera, this is Fixit. Fixit is your Yaluthu’s progenitor.” 
“Her name is Plink. Progenitor?”
“They are born pregnant and will have their children when it is time and not before. Plink will eventually look like Fixit here, only with plumage similar to her current colouring. Mother and father are not good comparisons. They are both at the same time.” Veera smiled. “Would you care to come inside? We can have some breakfast arranged for you.”
She looked at Tranoth, and he inclined his head. 
“Yes, please. My name is Morakil, but you may call me Mora.”
Veera smiled and Fixit chirped. It was a strange noise out of such a predator, but Plink chirped back, and just like that, they were entering the Citadel where everyone had a talent and they were all allowed to use them.
Never in Mora’s life had she imagined a place like this.
 



Chapter Five
 
 
Veera spoke to one of the people behind the counter, and then, she returned to the table where she had installed Mora and Tranoth.
Fixit was sitting on the table and taking samples from a bowl of nuts; Fixit put the nuts in Plink’s mouth.
Once Fixit had shown her what to do, she nudged Mora’s hand in encouragement.
Mora took the hint, and she began to feed Plink, nut by nut.
Veera swept her robes aside as she sat. “They can eat by themselves, but it is slow and messy when they are young. Having you feed her will just speed things up. She will tell you when she is full, but we will get you some seeds to feed her. Despite what Fixit thinks, nuts aren’t the best thing just because they taste good.”
Mora chuckled and put another shelled nut in the small beak. There was a strange purring sound coming from Plink. Mora kept her on her lap and stroked her soft fluff.
Tranoth was smiling. “I have been here intermittently since they were first born and none have come to me.”
Mora looked down at Plink. She cautiously asked why, and she got a surprising answer. “You didn’t need one. First comes the need, then comes the match.”
Veera smiled, “Very well put. To put it in context, I was an open-minded telepath. My mind was exposed to everyone for miles. I heard every thought and I couldn’t shut them out. This caused psychic scarring. My link to Stanik was armour against the incursion, but it didn’t heal the damage already done. That was what Fixit started to do the moment that we touched.”
Tranoth inclined his head. “Fair enough.”
Mora frowned. “Telepath?”
Veera held up a hand. “I have been warned about your bias and experience. I do not intrude where I am not needed. Your time here will be of your choosing, but if there is an assignment for you, will you consider it?”
“What kind of assignment?”
“I don’t know. I can’t know. There are many situations that arise on worlds who are friendly to the Alliance or who are advanced enough to ask for help. Natural disasters are sometimes caused by lunar disturbances, by the whims of the living world or even the death of an Avatar.”
Mora scowled and gave Plink another nut. “What is an Avatar?”
“Some worlds are awake and aware, but to communicate with us, they need to occupy a body with a portion of their consciousness. Most Avatars are taken with the being’s consent and they share possession of the body equally.”
A woman with chalky skin and dark hair walked up to the table. “Talking about me, Veera?”
“Of course, Zenina-Balen. Your timing is perfect.” Veera smiled.
Mora felt more power in one being than she had ever experienced in her lifetime. “Hello.”
Zenina-Balen smiled and darkness swirled through her eyes. “Welcome to my surface, Morakil Esterhart.”
Mora blinked. “You know my name?”
“I know everyone who walks my surface.” The body shivered and the woman grinned. “Balen was just trying to freak you out. We felt your touch on the water, and it was necessary to meet you immediately. Planets have great respect for elementals.”
Veera waved her hand. “Join us for tea?”
Zenina pulled up a chair. “Thank you. We were working on the southern continent and it is thirsty work.”
Veera gestured and a cup was brought. She poured and served the Avatar who slurped the tea with a smile.
Zenina smiled. “Anyway, you were asking about Avatars when I arrived?”
Mora nodded. “Veera was telling me that the Avatars take on the post willingly.”
Zenina nodded. “Most of us do. For me, I was destined to do it. My mother was the Avatar to Balen centuries ago and my father was the Avatar of Saru, the sun that we orbit. I was conceived, and when I was born, my mother passed away. I was her last act. I was incubated until my very slow aging brought me to a survivable size, and as an infant, I was launched to the icy surface.”
Mora looked outside. “Icy?”
“Balen had been in mourning for my mother. He had gone to sleep for a flicker of time for him, but centuries for other creatures. There was a mining colony here and that is where I was raised. I didn’t know what I was until Balen began to wake and the Sector Guard tried to peacefully evacuate the colony. At that point, all the seventeen hells broke loose and I found out what I was in a matter of two days, taking on the position that my mother had left so long ago.”
Mora opened her mouth and then closed it.
Zenina smiled sadly. “Yes, he still grieves for her. She had been with him for thousands of years before she began to fade. Her pregnancy was her last act. She would have died regardless.”
“I am sorry to have intruded.”
“Don’t be. Everyone here knows the story. My becoming Balen’s Avatar woke the world under us. He is happy to be a host to the Sector Guard and the Citadel. He loves the Yaluthu and all of their enthusiasm. They see the world and their lives as a whole. They choose their partners because from the moment they open their eyes, they know who and what they will be with for their existence. It doesn’t mean that they don’t get impatient.” Zenina scratched Plink under her chin and did the same to Fixit.
“If you have all that power, how can an Avatar just die?”
Tranoth sucked in his breath.
Zenina chuckled. “It is an honest question. The simple answer is that we burn out. Most species are not designed to bear the weight of a planet in their body. There is radiation, stresses of pressure, gravity and the chance of distraction in flight. Mostly, it is the power that burns through the psyche of the host, and once the host is lost, the body follows.”
Mora blinked. “How could my talent be of use to a world?”
Zenina looked to Veera and then shrugged. “I have heard of worlds that have gone mad when their Avatar dies. Tides shift, cities drown, these things you could postpone until the people can be saved. Irrigation ditches have been dug in fields, but the water is too far into rock for it to flow and water the crops. You could help there. Rain causing flooding will fill reservoirs and the water pressure can crack a dam before it can be reinforced. You could hold it back. Are you getting the idea?”
Mora nodded. “Yes. Thank you. Sorry, Veera.”
Veera winked. “I don’t take offense. You are here to ask questions, to learn, to teach and to live. You have just arrived, and I take your urge to learn as a good sign. Oh, here is your pass bar. Since you wear Masuo, you can’t really embed this in your clothing, but if you want to buy anything for your room from the catalogues, your account is now linked to that little bar and you can use it anywhere in Alliance space that doesn’t use hard currency.”
Mora pressed the bar against her cuff and the Masuo shaped around it.
“Or, there won’t be any problem. Right.” She chuckled. 
Tranoth poured Mora another cup of tea, and she cradled it between her hands. Her mind was spinning with the possibilities. Plink was warm and solid on her lap, and she was being given the chance to not only show her own talent off but to also learn about others. She had to blink back the tears.
Plink began to rumble again and that soothing noise relaxed some of the knot of tension that had begun to take shape and hold Mora hostage.
Zenina and Veera chatted. Tranoth took her hand in sympathy, and she sat there in silence as the reality continued to sink in. 
Tranoth finally said, “I believe I will show her to her quarters, and then, if there is time, we will drop into a class.”
Veera smiled. “It sounds like an excellent plan. If you miss the classes, a tour might be a good idea.”
He held her hand and eased her to her feet. “I think that action might be better than too much time in silence.”
Mora nodded. “It sounds like a good course of action. Thank you, Veera, Zenina, Fixit.” She bowed to each in turn. It felt like the right thing to do.
With Tranoth holding her hand and Plink cradled in her other arm, she walked with him through the halls and toward a tower marked Specialists. “What is a specialist?”
“You are. Someone who has mastered their talent. It is not a declaration that says we have nothing left to learn, but it does mean that we are able to help others when we are called.”
She smiled. “I am warming to the idea of helping others. I think I would like to take some classes though.”
“We will begin with the classes. As a Resicor refugee, you have a year’s worth of credit on your bar. That is an entire year of courses and room and board. If you teach a course in the meantime, that will be added to your account.”
It made sense, but, “Veera didn’t mention that.”
“She got distracted.” He led her up a wide spiral staircase until they were on the fifth level. 
She looked at the non-descript doors and blinked. “They look empty.”
“They are. Citadel Balen has a huge student quarters but not a lot of specialists. Getting fully trained personnel here is a boon to the facility. The Citadel gets paid for your services and they pay you in turn.”
“They get paid for help?”
“The Alliance pays for the use of a specialist and for the transport fees to and from the planet that requires our assistance. The idea is that goodwill will allow talents to join the Citadel in the future and that new trading partners are possible. It is an act of good faith.”
He paused in front of a door, and he tapped her wrist where the bar was nestled. “Show the door the credit bar.”
She pressed that part of her wrist to the door, and it opened, sliding aside with a soft whisper.
She stepped inside, and Plink squirmed to get down. Mora bent over and let her little friend hop free, and the small green creature took off with amazing speed. The green blur whipped from wall to wall, hopped onto the window ledge, and she opened the window with her beak. 
Mora rushed forward, but Plink hopped down and headed into the second room where the bed was. Mora heard heavy items being moved, and to her surprise, Plink was shoving a large chest across the floor until it was at the foot of the bed. 
Mora looked to Tranoth. “Are you seeing this?”
He had his hand over his mouth to stop his laughter as Plink shoved a smaller chest against the first. 
With easy hops, Plink went from the floor to the bed in seconds. Once on the bed, Plink rolled around, flapping stubby wings, wiggling chubby claws and chuckling happily.
Mora walked up to Plink and tickled her belly. “I am guessing that I have a new bed mate.”
Plink squealed and nipped at Mora’s fingers. She felt the pleasure coming from her new friend, and they played like that for a few minutes until Plink wheezed and rolled away from her.
No meant no, even with tickling. Mora smiled and said, “Did you want to stay here, Plink, or are you coming to see a class?”
Plink waddled over and jumped into her arms.
“I will take that as you are coming with me.” She tucked Plink against her but got an image of Plink on her shoulder. She lifted her and set her there, making a netting that she could hold onto out of the Masuo. Plink was pleased and rubbed against her head.
Tranoth was in the main room, and he smiled as she came back. “That might work. I want to show you how to check on what courses are running and where they are. We will be auditing today, so all courses are open to you. What would you like to see?”
She blinked and stared. “I can’t read that.”
He winced. “Right. Alliance Common is different for you.”
His hands skimmed over the keyboard and the words reformed into Resicor standard. “Better?”
“Why could I understand Zenina and Veera?”
“They both translate for you. They don’t mean to do it, but it is within their aura. There was no intended mental contact.”
She inhaled sharply and exhaled. “I am beginning to understand that. So, since only you, a telepath or an Avatar can understand me. What is the fastest way to learn Alliance Common?”
“You won’t like it.”
“Telepath again?”
“We have specialists called Minders. They are healers of thought and that is all that they will do. They will only implant the language.”
She wrinkled her nose. “How long does it take?”
“Minutes. I would be there with you during the procedure if that will make it easier. You will have a headache afterward, but perhaps, Plink could help with that.”
Plink chirped and rubbed against her again. There was soothing calm radiating from the little beast, and she took the hint. “How long until I can make the appointment?”
He smiled and opened a com line. He spoke in a language she wasn’t able to grasp but she merely turned her attention to the classes that evening. Hands-free defence looked like a good choice. 
Tranoth finished the conversation and he nodded. He said something to her but the words were wrong.
“Resicor please.”
“Sorry. He can see you right away. There is a student, so he would like permission to have it watched on the psychic plane.”
“Sure. If you are watching my body, I am sure that Plink will keep an eye on my mind.”
He bowed low. “Keeping an eye on your body will be both a solemn duty and a pleasure.”
“Then, please lead me to the Minder, and after that, I want to go to the hands-free defence class.” She took his arm, and they walked back out into the hall and down the spiral staircase. She couldn’t believe it, but she was about to open her mind to a stranger.
 



Chapter Six
 
 
S’Sla was a bit of a shock. Expecting a Minder that reminded her of the Resicor telepaths, she was surprised to find a gentle and smiling creature with scaled skin in a marvellous blue.
The touch of his hand wasn’t repulsive, and his student was sitting nearby, his lavender feathers fluffed up. 
S’Sla beckoned him over. “Come here and touch her hand. You will be able to see the connection as well as the transfer of language.”
The student brought his chair closer and nervously touched her hand.
She felt his presence as a warm, restless wind in her thoughts. S’Sla was cool and steady.
To her amusement, Plink came in with her warm, solid presence.
S’Sla blinked and his slit pupils dilated slightly. “So tight already. Well done, Specialist. Well, here we go.”
She felt a deliberate pressure on her mind. True to his word, Tranoth was holding her hand and that could have been what caused the overload.
There was a jerk, a sharp shard of pain, voices cried out and Plink made small noises of worry. 
“What the hell happened?” She reached up to touch her forehead, but she was still holding Tranoth’s hand.
He was sitting slumped over in the chair. She touched his throat and he was breathing.
Plink hopped off her shoulder and jumped into Tranoth’s lap. Mora put her hand on Plink and Tranoth jerked awake.
What happened?
Mora blinked furiously. “What?”
“I asked what happened.”
“No, you didn’t. I heard you but your lips weren’t moving. S’Sla!” She turned her head to the Minder.
He was looking at his student with irritation. “Aktu here threaded the needle.”
“What?” Mora couldn’t understand the reference, but she was speaking a language that wasn’t her own now.
“He grabbed Tranoth’s mind and pulled it through yours. He created a connection that wasn’t there before.”
“Can you undo it?” 
Plink looked from one of them to the other and hopped onto Mora’s lap, her presence removing the vestiges of pain from Mora’s mind.
Mora looked at the Minder and his student. “Well? Can you undo it?”
S’Sla slowly shook his head. “It would take too much out of either one of you. There was an energy that set the link the moment that it happened.”
Tranoth rubbed the back of his neck. “That might have been me.”
Mora looked at him with suspicion. “What?”
I was wondering what your mind looked like and wishing that I could have a bond with you that was similar to that of Plink. My talent is electrical impulses. That was what sealed us.
She cocked her head. “It might have been, but it wouldn’t explain the threading of the needle.”
S’Sla winced, his scales flexing. “When I pushed the language link into your mind, I created a vacuum. That is what would normally cause you a headache. Aktu’s instinct saw the empty space and sought a mind to fill it. He grasped Tranoth via your physical contact.”
Tranoth asked, “What will the side effects be?”
S’Sla smiled and it was frightening with his nose slits flaring and jagged teeth exposed. “There is only a communication link. You can send thoughts but that is all. It is not an emotional link. You can be separated and the link will remain. Neither of you will suffer for it. No side effects beyond conversation, I am relieved to say.”
Tranoth sighed. “And if there are?”
“Come back and I will do an assessment. If it is too extreme, I will have Veera summon the strongest Minder I know of. If she won’t come to you, I am sure that you could go to her.” S’Sla bowed low. “I regret that this occurred, but it should not impact your lives too greatly.”
Tranoth tensed, but Mora got to her feet. “Let’s go in search and see if that class is still running.”
She hauled him out of the Minder’s office before the crackling power she had seen coating his hand could be used against S’Sla.
“We will tell Veera what we attempted and the result. I am sure that she can send for someone to unravel our minds. Oh, that sounds bad.” She grimaced and stroked Plink.
“Well, it is an accurate statement. Come along. We are close to that class, and if I can’t hit something, perhaps we can watch someone else do it.”
She elbowed him lightly and kept her hand tight to his as they walked the halls. At least she was now speaking Common.
 
The class was fascinating. The students sat and made notes about using a talent for distance focus. Most of the students were telekinetics, and when the post was brought out, they were asked to throw cards to slice through the log. 
Mora and Tranoth remained at the back of the class as the group of eight began to fire the cards at the post.
The instructor called them, “Do you want to have a try?”
Mora smiled. “I am not telekinetic.”
“Well, use what you have. This is about defending your person out in the field. We can all learn from different talents.” He waved them forward.
Mora looked at Tranoth and shrugged. She smiled and headed to the line as the students took a second shot.
Tranoth went first, and he sent a crack of lightning that had the entire class jumping. The post smoked from the cavity created by the shot and her companion stepped aside.
She looked around for water and found her target on the desk. She lifted the water out of the pitcher, formed a blade and sliced the top four inches off the height of the post.
The class was staring at her in surprise.
Tranoth put his arm around her. “You should see her spit.”
A few giggles broke out, and soon, the class was laughing and asking her what she was.
Even the instructor joined in, and soon, the group had become a clump of folks watching her manipulate water into a dazzling array of weaponry.
She finally heard Plink chirping plaintively, and she called a halt. “Sorry, folks, I have to feed the little one. She has had a rough day.”
They nodded and the instructor told her that he would be delighted to attend a speech if she would be interested in hosting a lecture on molecular manipulation. She told him she would think about it and headed out to get Plink something to eat.
I don’t like that he was flirting with you.
He wasn’t flirting. He was talking.
He said he would listen to anything you had to say.
He is a combat expert and I can make weapons out of water. He is interested in my talent, not me. Are you jealous?
No. Yes. I have no idea.
“When you figure it out, keep me posted. I haven’t had a date in seven years.” She snorted and headed for the food lines.
He was behind her a moment later, helping her to get a bowl of seeds for Plink and pick out food that she could digest. The purple-colour coding was in place in a discreet dot near the edge of the tray. If it wasn’t purple, she passed it by.
With a full tray, she sat with Plink in her lap, and she fed herself with one hand and Plink with the other. Tranoth sat next to her, and they carried on a silent conversation while she worked to keep the little Yaluthu quiet and munching away. 
This is my worst nightmare. Someone else in my mind.
I guessed as much. We will get this sorted.
It isn’t as bad as I had thought. The invasive feeling is missing.
I am trying to keep the contact minimal.
All my life I was taught that the telepaths and other psychics were not to be trusted. Tonight rather bore that out. She sipped at her tea before returning to her meal.
This connection could be advantageous.
How so?
Specialists are rarely sent out alone. If we were partnered, we could make a formidable team.
Water and power? We do cover most requirements of basic society when light is not an issue.
It is true. I have watched out for your wellbeing for years. I have no inclination to cease any time soon.
You did?
From the moment that I checked your bands and deactivating the killing strike that they had been able to deliver. 
They wanted to kill me?
That was the result of the charge if you had tried to escape in the early days. As you gained mastery over the city, they repealed that order to a blistering charge. 
I hated them.
You had every reason to. I am amazed that you came out of that situation as sane as you are.
I watched the children and realized that despite their parents’ claims that there were no talents in their family, those children could be time bombs that would blossom into power and no one would stand with them. They needed a moment of joy and laughter to cling to for the coming times. 
So, you made the fountains dance.
I did. If they can have one free memory of childhood, I thought that the dancing water would be a good one.
Do you have good memories of childhood?
I do. I was given a workshop and I could create anything I wanted out of metal. It was a hobby and an income. It started when I was ten.
Would you continue it?
Could I?
Of course. The Citadel could arrange a workshop and materials for you. To pay for the expense, you could teach others the skills.
Mora smiled and held more seeds for Plink. Mending existing jewellery is always a good skill to have. How do I apply for what I need?
Make a list and submit it to Veera’s office. She will get her assistant to arrange things.
Her assistant?
Assistant, mate, link. Stanik. You will know him when you see him.
What is a link; she mentioned it, but I am unclear on the concept.
Centuries or perhaps longer ago, the Wyorans realized that members of their population were unable to reel in their own minds. Their minds sought out others and manipulated them to their purpose. Links were trained to protect their own mind while helping those wild telepaths gain control over their own abilities.
So, Stanik controls Veera?
He protects parts of her mind that would normally be exposed. He gives her privacy, and in return, she can offer it to others. Her family was worried that she would go mad.
She has family?
She was born to a group of travelling performers. They found a world that could shelter her, and she offered silence for the dead. It worked well until her mind began to expand and touch the shores and cities miles away. 
And then someone sent Stanik in?
Her family brought him in. They sought help for her, and once that was established, their link was forged and she began to function as a normal telepath again. Fixit came later.
Is that normal for the people at the Citadel?
Many here have been captured, abused, tortured, and all for their talents. You are not alone.
Mora looked around and saw several women walking with young children. Where did they come from?
They were taken from the same station where Fixit’s people were being held. The women were bred against their will to create a stronger talent in the next generation.
That is horrible.
And yet, the children are loved. They have a home here, and while their mothers would be despised in their own cultures for breeding outside their species, here they are citizens of Balen. 
They look happy. She watched as a little girl carefully carried a tumbler full of juice. 
Each step sloshed the juice out of the cup and Mora acted on impulse. She caught the juice before it hit the floor and created a little parade of blobs that hovered in the air behind the little girl. When she was seated with her mother, Mora brought the splashes forward and spun them in the air just above the table in a pinwheel that expanded and contracted until it turned into tiny juice Yaluthus that hopped into her tumbler one by one.
The little girl was staring at her cup with wide eyes, and when the final beastie waved its arm and dived into her tumbler, she clapped wildly.
Her mother looked around and Mora gave a shy smile and waved. The woman grinned and Mora felt relief. Not all mothers would enjoy the idea of someone playing with their child’s juice.
Mora looked back to Tranoth, but he was busy finishing his food, a smile around his lips.
Plink demanded another handful of seeds, so Mora held it for her. 
Twenty minutes later, she felt a tapping on her arm. “Lady? Mum said that you made my juice move.”
Mora looked down at the wide-eyed pale blue face. “Yes, I did.”
The little girl held up a nearly empty cup. “Can you do it again, please?”
“Certainly, since you have asked so politely.” Mora pulled the ounce of juice up and turned it into a Yaluthu walking the edge of the cup and flapping its stubby wings.
The little girl was enraptured. Her mother stood behind her and smiled. “Thank you. She was thinking that someone was playing with her mind. She has no shields, so this was important.”
Mora swallowed and extended her hand. “I am Mora.”
“Twineth, this is Eska.”
Eska was staring at the creature on the edge of her cup and ignoring the adults.
Twineth smiled. “She is a chatterbox, so don’t be surprised when a tiny horde of children start following you when you are here, each carrying juice.”
Mora grinned at the image the words conjured up. “I will work on my storytelling.”
“I wish you well with your recovery. Come along, Eska.”
“Recovery?”
“You attracted a Yaluthu on your first steps here. You must have needed companionship and healing more than you needed a place to live.” Twineth smiled. 
“I think I did.”
The juice Yaluthu flapped its little wings frantically and Eska opened her mouth. She smiled as the liquid resumed its nature on her tongue. “Thank you, Lady.”
“You are welcome.”
Tranoth was smiling at her and he poured her another cup of tea. “What are you thinking?”
“Is there a career option where I can make juice tell stories?”
He chuckled. “If there is, I am sure you will find it.”
That moment had brightened her darker thoughts and she finished feeding Plink, streaming water into her little beak until she was replete.
“I believe it is time for bed, Plink.”
Tranoth agreed. “I will show you the limited dispenser in your room. It will provide you with water, tea and sandwiches. You will have to come down for all proper hot food.”
They got to their feet, and she and Plink led the way up the stairs. It was time to get a good night’s sleep.
 



Chapter Seven
 
 
Every morning, she worked on her knowledge of the base, and she picked out courses to attend. Her list of tools, materials and space requirements had been handed off to Stanik, and he had told her that the students were going to work on their stone and woodcraft, bringing it to life.
Eska was indeed chatty. Each morning, she came down for breakfast and a line of little people with juice glasses waited for her. While she ate, a few ounces from each cup turned into fantastical creatures and went swimming from one cup to the next.
When she finished her meal, Plink chirped a warning for them and each little person opened their mouths to receive their little creature as it turned back into juice.
Tranoth was off doing whatever was required of him at the Sector Guard base, so Mora was getting used to meshing with a new community.
Today’s morning class was botany and flower arranging. She looked forward to seeing some of the alien plants grow.
 
She helped the instructor with administering the water supply to the plants that he was force growing. Mora monitored the soil and put the water where it was needed. 
The flowers bloomed in minutes, and she was lost in the wild scents that she had assisted into the room. 
“Thank you, Specialist Morakil.” Botanist Tenyo smiled softly. 
“It was fun.”
She took a seat at the table and watched as he showed those gathered how to harvest the flowers for the optimum length of time on display. 
She got out of her chair when Veera entered the room.
“Specialist Morakil? Would you come with me please?”
Mora could see Veera’s nervousness as she approached.
The moment they were outside, she walked quickly, “Mora, I have an assignment for you if you will accept it.”
Mora scampered to keep up, holding Plink on her shoulder. “What is it, Veera?”
“Two systems over, a meteor crashed into a moon, shifting the orbit and causing a tidal event. There is a city of five million being evacuated, but they need time to get everyone to safety. Tranoth has offered to help with maintaining power for vehicles and equipment, but we need to know if you can hold back the incoming tide.”
Mora felt Plink’s strength in her thoughts. “I believe I can.”
Veera’s shoulders shifted in relief. “Thank you. Has Tranoth been in contact?”
Mora chuckled. “No. He and I agreed that it would be rude to interject into each other’s mind if we couldn’t be seen. We might have to surrender that thought for this event, but currently, rules are rules. Is there a chance at getting the moon back in proper position?”
“There is but not for two days. We are the closest base, and we can have you there in two hours. Saru and Balen have agreed on an in-system jump. They will handle the spill-over of energy.”
Mora nodded and followed Veera out the door to the transfer point where a skimmer was waiting.
Veera paused. “Are you sure you want to do this?”
“I am sure that no one should die if I can stop it from happening.”
Plink chirped in solidarity. 
“Specialist Morakil, please accept the thanks of Balen Citadel for your service. Good luck.” Veera shook her hand and smiled. 
A moment later, Mora was flying over the valley toward the Sector Guard base and the feel of Tranoth’s mind. He was waiting, and he was both excited and nervous. They didn’t need to talk anymore because they could feel each other, all day every day.
She joined him on the ship, and he stroked at Plink for a moment, scratching her under her beak until her eyes closed. The action put him close to Mora, and they revelled in the excuse to be in proximity.
The Guardsman urged them to strap in and a special harness was provided for Plink to place her in Mora’s lap. The sleek silver ship lifted, and they were off to save a city of millions. 
 
So, how was flower-arranging class? Veera mentioned it.
I only got to see the flowers being cut. I hope they will repeat the course at a later time. I used to love having flowers in my room.
Do you? I never suspected. He smiled at her from across the seating area.
I never expected you to have an interest in the classes I am taking. 
I have an interest in everything about you. You know that. It preceded the linking of minds. 
I know. I just have no frame of reference for this kind of situation. I don’t know what happens next.
What happens next is we drop onto Jalku and you hold the water from their city while I keep the vehicles going for the evacuation. If all goes well, the moon will be back where it belongs in a matter of hours. If it doesn’t, at least we get the people to safety.
Right. Lives first, property second. Damn, do we have food for Plink?
Yaluthu food is packed into all Balen ships now, just in case.
Smart. 
Plink chirped in confirmation.
They sat in outward silence while they silently spoke the entire trip. 
When the ship entered the bucking atmosphere of Jalku, they were both ready for action and deeply calm with their connection refreshed.
The moment the pilot opened the door, she stepped out and breathed deep. The air smelled wrong. The sea was churning and clawing at the city down below. 
“I am going to work. I will rest when the tide recedes.” She took Tranoth’s hand, squeezed it and took the path that led down to the edge of the water where it was licking at the stone of the city. 
As she approached, she pushed the water back, into a tumbling coil of churning fury. She eased the water up and over, back on itself, holding the pattern of the water and keeping it from taking the city as its own.
Behind her, she could hear people calling out in relieved sobs, but they were not for her to concern herself with. Mora had to hold the ocean back across five kilometers of structure. It required concentration.
A woman grabbed her and sobbed her thanks. The coil of water buckled and wavered. Hands pulled the woman away, but Mora had to fight to regain the control she had just lost. 
Sighing, she allowed a column of water to flow in, and she used it as a fence between her body and those of the citizens. If that hug had proved anything, it had shown that they needed to leave her to her work.
 
* * * *
 
Tranoth was topping up the batteries of the transports that would take folks inland. He heard the cries of amazement and looked briefly toward Mora.
She was a tiny figure in the distance with a green blob on her shoulder. Ahead of her was a coiling wall of water half a kilometer high. She held it there, away from the public and kept the city dry.
The surge of the crowd toward her sent fear through him. A figure hugged her and the wall of water buckled and surged back toward the city. More figures in the crowd came forward and pulled the hugger off Mora. It had been a near thing.
A column of water moved out of the coil and shifted to cut off Mora from the crowd. She was taking her safety into her own hands, so to speak.
Tranoth smiled and turned back to his work. Star Breaker and Stellar Storm were on their way. If anyone could shift the moon back to its proper alignment, it was them.
He put his focus back into powering the vehicles and getting the people to safety.
 
* * * *
 
After six hours of holding back the ocean, the tide receded and Mora was ready for a break. Plink was hungry, but she hadn’t wanted to complain.
Mora dropped the water back to its normal levels and wearily climbed back up the hill toward the ship. 
I am taking a break, Tranoth. The next tide will be in five hours and I need to rest up.
Understood, Mora. Have some lunch, feed Plink and I will meet you there when I can.
I will put a pot of tea on for you. 
Thanks.
She grinned and found the Yaluthu food in the dispenser while she was ordering some herbal teas. While waiting for her own meal, she fed Plink. Her stubby tail wiggled happily while she ate the seeds and nuts that were provided for her.
Her own soup and sandwich were bolted down with one hand while she found and folded out the bunk that was hers. She set the chronometer to wake her in five hours and lay down with Plink cuddled against her. 
 
* * * *
 
Tranoth stroked Mora’s cheek and smiled. She was doing an amazing job and the evacuation was gaining ground. Another twelve hours would see the city empty and they could return to Balen. Whatever happened next was beyond them.
With one more touch to her cheek, he returned to his station and he worked at refitting the batteries with additional power. Too much energy and they would short out the vehicle systems and too little, they would not make it back. It was quite the attention-requiring activity, but his thoughts were in the ship with the woman he wanted. 
 
* * * *
 
When the chronometer woke her up, she asked Plink, “Do you want to come with me or stay in bed?”
Plink hopped onto the pillow. 
“Deserter. Fine. You know where I am if you need me.”
She scratched Plink under her chin until the little wings flapped, and then, Mora went to grab another sandwich before resuming holding back the sea.
Mora skipped down the path with her food in one hand and a canister of tea in the other. This was going to be more violent than the first day. The water was angry if water could be such, it was churned up beyond its pattern and the world under it rebelled.
She set her picnic at her feet and raised her arms, pushing back the encroaching water and holding it behind a wall of water and another. She was forcing it to hold itself and she was confusing matters. 
This tide was harder, angrier, and deep in the sea there was a volcanic rupture. She had to tell someone.
I apologize for the intrusion, Tranoth, but there is a volcanic issue erupting in the sea. Can something be done?
I will notify the Sector Guard and Citadel Balen. They will advise.
Thank you. The water is warming gradually, but it should not be getting that warm that fast. 
Understood.
Mora kept working to hold back the ocean, and when he told her that assistance was arriving for the moon, she felt the relief in her bones.
Eight hours of pressure on the water, coaxing her element to turn on itself, had worn her out.
Mora waited and confirmed that the waves were not endangering the city before climbing back up the hill and dropping into bed. Four hours until the next tidal pounding and she need sleep more than food. 
Plink settled next to her a moment before everything went dark.
 



Chapter Eight
 
 
When the chrono went off, she pushed herself into motion and got Plink’s food first, putting the small bowl on the table and boosting Plink on cushions so she could reach for herself.
Mora ate mechanically and swallowed water with a focus on returning to work.
It is over, Mora. The moon has been adjusted.
How?
Star Breaker and Stellar Storm. They used another meteor to strike the moon back into place. That is what took so long.
Oh, thank the stars. I will check the ocean temperatures and make a report if I may.
If you like, but we have also brought in that volcanic specialist. She is waiting to speak with you, actually. She is one of yours.
One of my what?
She is of Resicor. 
Mora was out the hatch and looking around in seconds. A woman with a shock of green hair was waiting against one of the equipment bins. She wiggled her fingers. “Greetings of the day.”
Mora walked up to her and blinked. “You are really from Resicor?”
“I am. I did some time in the dome. You?”
“I was the water supply for New City.” Mora bit her lip.
“I am Hahvi.”
“Mora.”
Unable to hold back, they hugged, sisters under the skin.
“Who got you out?” Mora muttered against her shoulder.
“Citadel Morganti. You were brought out by Citadel Balen?”
“Apparently. You are the volcanic specialist?”
“Fire elemental, apparently. My fire just happens to be wrapped around melted stone.”
“Water elemental.” Mora finally released her new friend. “I thought that the dome folk were stuck in their suits.”
Hahvi made a face. “We were. The first one to be pulled out was the baseline for removal. They skinned her and then healed her. It was the only way, but they got better at it once there was a second suit and a third.”
Mora felt her stomach flip. “That sounds horrible.”
“Less horrible than living in the suits. Trust me. They did it to keep us from breeding inside the dome. No comfort was to be allowed, even physical contact was blocked by their machinations.” Hahvi smiled. “Well, now, is this your first assignment?”
“Yes. The city is still standing so that is something.”
Hahvi laughed. “It is indeed something. Now that I know where you are, I will tell the others. Expect to get some calls from some very odd women in the next few weeks.”
“I have to ask, do you mind working for the Citadel?”
“I have earned enough funds to keep me in good style for the next hundred years. I love it. I can do what my mind and body were meant to do and I get paid for it. How could that be a bad thing? If the Resicor population ever learned what we could do for them, they would be in uproar in a matter of minutes. Their quality of life could be improved so dramatically it is not even funny, but they listen to the words of the government and will not fight for us. We are not allowed to fight for ourselves without threat to our families, so what option is there? They could send us away.”
“They don’t want to, but I don’t know why.” Mora sighed.
Plink popped out of the ship and hopped over.
In reflex, Mora lifted her to the shoulder pad that appeared as she settled.
Hahvi blinked. “Is that one of those empathic healers?”
“Yaluthu. Yes. I was a little damaged when I was released, so she adopted me. Her name is Plink.”
“Hello, Plink. Can I touch her?”
“Sure. She likes scratches.” Mora smiled and watched as Plink flapped her stubby wings. She could feel the tail waggling against her shoulders.
“So, she chose you?”
“She was waiting for me. I was walking through the rain and she was hopping in the doorway, waiting for me to arrive. The moment I picked her up, she burrowed into my thoughts and we have been inseparable ever since.”
“What about your other companion?”
Mora snorted. “We got linked via an accident, but our affection is growing steadily.”
“Ah. My partner is a sleep master. We start off dreaming and end up on top of each other. The foreplay is a little hard to remember but nothing happens until we are both awake.” Hahvi smiled.
“Oh. I see.”
“You don’t and you don’t have to. That is the point. Out here, we find the path that takes us to our own destiny, not one that someone forced on us. That includes our mate.”
Mora had met dozens of men at the Citadel but none of them made her comfortable like Tranoth did. Hahvi had a point. “Thank you. I will keep that in mind.”
“Do. Now, let’s have a seat. You look exhausted.”
Mora sat on one of the boxes, and she and Hahvi were looking out at the coastline, the city that stretched back up the coast and into the delta that housed it. 
Mora yawned. “It is a stupid place to put a city.”
“I have seen stupider. The middle of a lava field springs to mind.” She chuckled and told Mora the tale of the floating city.
They sat and talked quietly, shoulder to shoulder, until Tranoth and a stranger with eyes only for Hahvi, appeared on the hill. 
Tranoth smiled. “We are cleared to return to Balen. Hahvi and Rackon are here for clean up as it regards the volcanic upheaval.”
Mora hugged Hahvi one more time. “Thank you for making it out of the dome.”
Hahvi returned the hug. “Thank you for surviving.”
Mora and Plink returned to the ship, and she yawned again. Plink rubbed at her head, but the empathy wasn’t making a dent. She was so very tired.
She fell asleep as she was buckling in. 
 
* * * *
 
Tranoth pulled her onto his lap and held her close with Plink nestled against her ribs. They lifted off, and he kept her safe while the ship rocked and twisted upward. 
Feeling her joy when she saw another one of her own kind, he had also felt a tremendous shift in how she viewed herself. She had proof that she was not the only one to make it out of confinement and that woke a strength in her that he had not imagined she possessed. 
Seeing Hahvi made her whole. Something that neither he nor Plink had been able to achieve. 
He kissed her temple as she slept and felt the caress of her hand against his chest. Her mind knew he was there, and it was part and parcel of why she was able to rest. 
Feeling her trust and affection through their link humbled him and made him feel a thousand feet tall. Courting her was not going to be easy, but he knew that he would eventually win, so he would do it carefully. 
 
* * * *
 
Mora woke in her own bed on Balen. Plink was next to her, eating a packet of seeds. A wave of scent surrounded her, and Mora sat up, a slow smile spreading while a lump formed in her throat. 
Dozens of vases of flowers were all over her room. She laughed and sat up, seeing the flashing of a message on her com. “Mora, Botanist Tenyo will be up at noon to give you a private lesson on how to engage in flower arranging. You might want to get dressed because your clothing disappeared the moment your head hit the pillow.”
She blushed and looked down as her Masuo remained in sleep mode until she showered.
She checked the chrono and bolted for the shower. She was dressed and her hair brushed when the botanist arrived. 
He grinned and looked at the flowers that she had taken out of her bedroom and into the main quarters. “Shall we begin?”
Plink dragged her bag of seeds in and sat on a chair to watch the procedure. Mora was no longer surprised at how agile the chubby little creature was. Plink went where she wanted to.
Mora focussed on her lesson for an hour, pleased with the result. Botanist Tenyo smiled. “Come to my next public class and I am sure you will learn a few more tricks that you will find useful. Oh, I hear your studio is ready.”
Mora blinked. “Is it? Wonderful. I think I will seek out a meal and then go in search of it. Stanik has been hiding the material requests from me.”
“It has been an experiment in requisition.” He cleaned up his cutters and equipment. “Have a good day and enjoy your meal. You have earned it.”
Mora smiled, and when he was gone, she scooped Plink onto her shoulder, put on the belt with the feed packs and she headed downstairs.
Tranoth was waiting to have a meal with her, and he was waiting patiently with all her favourites. 
She hugged him and quickly pressed a kiss to his lips. “Thank you for the flower-arranging class.”
“You are welcome. If you are this excited about flowers, I can hardly wait until I show you your studio. It is large enough to have six students in it and has enough equipment for all of them. Balen has been donating materials and the students have been refining them.” He grinned and held her chair out for her.
She sighed. “You know, I now understand the phrase home is where the heart is. In my entire life, I have never felt more at home than I am at this very minute. Of course, that might change.”
A tapping on her hip brought her around, and Eska and every child under ten in the Citadel was standing with cups of juice. With a grin, she began to have the juice cavort while she ate her meal. Tranoth was grinning as well and Plink was making that rumbling sound. The tiny creatures finished their dance and jumped into the mouth of their child. Laughter and squeals abounded as the children returned to their parents. 
“Yeah, this is home.” She grinned and a happy tear squeezed out of her eye. She sent it spinning upward into the air until it shattered into a thousand tiny pieces, sharing her joy with everyone in the room.
 



 
 
Author’s Note
 
 
I can’t resist. While there are a finite amount of Yaluthu, I do so enjoy putting them into the stories. Every heroine needs a sidekick and her guy isn’t always available.
The trick with the juice was inspired by a water park I went to once. UFO H2O. Chunks of water flew from one side to the other and landed like solid objects in a delightful choreography. That image got stuck in my mind and here it is.
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