
        
            
                
            
        

    







Freedom to use her power has finally come, but the ball of mist Kiiki is partnered with causes a riot in her new reality.
 

Kiiki has spent ten years in the Dome, the first to be dumped there when she was fourteen. Now, the Citadel is offering her a chance to get out and she is not hesitating. Her family will keep, she needs out NOW.

Harken is a cloud-formed Nishan and Kiiki’s new partner. How can she trust a man who can choose any shape he wishes on a world where they want her to use her power talent for hours a day?

Her attraction to her strange companion grows with his appreciation of her skills. By the end of the assignment, she is incomplete without him, and he is obsessed with protecting her. Her injuries have occurred because of the nature of her talent, and there is nothing more frustrating than a protector who cannot protect his charge from herself.
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Chapter One
Resicor… ten years ago.

Kiiki held onto the narrow metal bar as the ride she was on swung back and forth. Nilla was starting to panic and that was not a good thing.
The power was out in the entire city. There were no lights glowing where once the thriving carnival had pumped a glow into the night sky.

Kiiki and Nilla were at the top of the great wheel, the highest point for two hundred miles, and they were stuck.

“Kiiki, we are going to die up here. I just know it!” Nilla’s hands were tight on the security bar.

“We are not going to die. They will get the power going, and we will rotate gently back to the ground without dying. Keep calm and relax. Enjoy what there is of the view.”

“There is no light, nothing to see by!” Nilla was jerking around in her seat, looking this way and that.

Kiiki sighed and sat back. “There is the starlight. Relax and let your eyes adjust to the night. The starlight gives plenty to see by, a lovely world of blue and white.”

Nilla was quivering, but she remained calm for a full hour with Kiiki’s efforts of distraction used to their limits.

Kiiki smiled in relief as Nilla began to look at the tiny bits of light that the universe provided, and she used them to see the city in the distance.

The ride that they were trapped on shuddered when a man below them, tired of waiting, clung to the edge of his car as it swayed wildly. “I have to try.”

Nilla screamed as the man dropped eighty feet and landed, twisted on the ground. The eerie light of the stars outlined his body.

Nilla sobbed, “We have to get down. We have to get down.”

Kiiki nodded. “You are right. We have to get down.”

Holding her friend tight to her shoulder, Kiiki wrapped herself in starlight and grabbed the safety bar. Her body turned the light into energy, and the mechanism of the wheel began to slowly move.

Couples ran from the wheel as it slowly rotated down to let them off.

Kiiki kept the power flowing into the ride and ignored Nilla’s shocked stares.

When their seat slowly lowered into place, Kiiki released the safety bar and whispered to Nilla, “Get off. I have to ride it until everyone has gotten off. Run, so that they will not question you. The cameras went down with the power, hide your face, change your clothes and forget you ever met me.”

“You are…”

“I am what I have always been, but I have never needed to use it. Who knew that carnival night would involve a citywide blackout? You run, I will hide. They will find me, but I will soon be a schoolgirl memory. Go, Nilla. Go and don’t look back.”

Nilla looked as if she wanted to fight, but instead, she tumbled off the ride as soon as she was able while Kiiki climbed into the sky once again.

Kiiki sighed and stood on the swinging chair that had housed her and her friend. When the final person was away, when there was no one else in danger, she did something she had only practiced once. She jumped off the ride and flew in a column of icy light.

They would catch her. They couldn’t help but follow her power signature. Her free time was finite, but before they caught her, she was spending an evening wrapped in starlight.

 



   

 

Present Day…

Kiiki sat and watched the interior of the domed city around her. Her power was not needed, but she enjoyed flicking it out once in a while. Her flight capabilities were now extensive. She could go supersonic within the Dome, though after the alarms lit, she satisfied herself with the knowledge that it could be done.
She perched in a lookout tower that let the Dome occupants know when they needed to conceal the parts of their talent that fought their way out of the restrictor suits.

Kiiki’s power was electrically expressed, so the restrictor suit had no chance to make its way into her flesh. One night in the Dome with the starlight shining on her, the suit had screeched in protest, but had given up its attempts to dampen her energy.

The lookout tower was her home. Few fliers were strong enough to make it up and back again. Kiiki could manage it without trouble.

A gong sounded on the ground level near the council chambers, and she got to her feet. With the wind snapping around her, she jumped into the open air and wrapped herself in electric currents, surfing slowly in a wide spiral until she was standing in front of the hall.

The council was waiting for her, and she took her seat.

One of the male talents, Cerran, spoke. “Kiiki, we have heard that the Citadel is negotiating for your skills. You may be called out, and if you go, we want to you try and get a message back to us. Physical talents are not all being brought to the Dome, and we need to find out where they are going. Our sources say they are alive, but no one can say where.”

Kiiki frowned. “How do you know this?”

Urik filled it in. “One of the new arrivals had a sister in psychic service. She told her sister everything she knew about the plans for the talents, but she disappeared days before her sister was brought here for a stone-manipulating talent.”

“Oh, Shehrail. She is worried for her sister.” Kiiki nodded. “It appears she has reason to be. Why would the Citadel want me?”

The councillors laughed, and Voopil gave her a look that said she was not too bright. “You are a source of unlimited energy. If Resicor was not bound by laws against your style of talent, you would have been an emergency response team and have travelled to every natural disaster on this world.”

Kiiki shrugged. “Well, I was one of the only talents snagged as a teen, so there might be some truth to that. The complete lockdown of physical talents came just before I manifested. I guess they were caught by their own regulations.”

The council degraded into a conversation about politics of psychics and what the mental manipulators were up to.

Kiiki listened absently with a slight smile on her face. She was getting out and into the direct caress of starlight. Sunlight and moonlight would touch her skin once again with no barrier to weaken them. It was almost too much to hope for.










Chapter Two
Kiiki waited, watching the skies for any trace of members of the Citadel. Her meetings with the council grew more intense as time moved on. The numbers in the Dome were growing daily—the laws forbidding physical aspects of a talent to be used were causing a rush of neighbours turning in trusted friends.

She grimaced. When she had been caught, it had been after a ten-day hunt, three crashed skimmers and a pleasant cruise through the marketplace at midnight. She had time to speak with her parents twice and set their minds at ease as to her state before the guard had taken her in.
It was a personal joke to her that the restrictor suit that was supposed to bind her talent merely provided insulation for her. She left the suit’s capabilities for insulation and bodily control intact but channelled her power around the fabric that touched her skin.

She could and did remove the suit when she felt like it, but it was simply easier to wear it and blend in with the other talents in the Dome.

A flaring light on the ground got her attention. With light ease, she dropped from her watchtower and glided to the ground.

“Yes, Urik, what do you want?” She stood before the hulk of the strongest man in the Dome and blinked curiously.

“Togger believes he has regained some of his accelerated movement. We wish to test him. Will you help?” The grin on his dark features had a hint of cruelty, and the rest was amused anticipation.

Kiiki chuckled and walked into the council chambers with him. “Of course I will help.”

It was traditional to use one working talent to test the ability of the new ones. Togger had been in the Dome for two weeks and chafed at his assigned chores. If he wanted a new assignment beyond delivering meals to the domiciles, he was going to have to prove himself.

Kiiki took the seat that allowed the light of the moons and stars to come to her. No one sat near her—they knew better. “Put the lines down, Urik. Let’s see if Togger is as fast as he says.”

Togger was shifting nervously, his weight rocking from foot to foot. He was twenty-five, but in the light of evening, he looked to be about fourteen.

Urik and a few of the others rolled out strands of wire. They were insulated, but they would allow Togger a measure of safety.

From her seat, Kiiki eyed Togger. “So, how do you want to do this?”

He blushed furiously, and with a sigh, Kiiki realised that she was still younger than this fool. “I will start with an arc ball, and all you have to do is ground it to have it dissipate.”

She concentrated and held her hand out, watching a mild dose of energy form a ball in her palm.

He swallowed, “Will it hurt?”

She released it, and it struck out at him with a bolt of energy before whizzing around behind him. “Only if you don’t catch it.”

A bolt zapped him in the ass, and the ball swung away, taunting him.

Kiiki had her lids half closed, watching his energy field as he powered up. She could see the electric impulses of his body when she sat in the starlight. A fine map of miniscule wires showed her his nervous system, and as he fought to wake his talent and fight free of the suit, he vibrated slightly.

She controlled the ball with the speed of thought, zapping him in differing areas as he tried and failed to catch it. Kiiki kept it at chest level so that he could grab it if he caught up to it, but his speed never reached more than slightly superhuman.

After twenty minutes, he was sweating, and she was getting a headache. “Enough. Togger, give it some time. Urik, did you bother telling him that the restrictor suit isn’t functional beyond the basics? He is fighting something that isn’t even there.”

Urik sighed. “You have spoiled my fun, Kiiki.”

Togger was standing in place, astonished. “What?”

Kiiki got to her feet. “The suit you are wearing runs your biological functions and keeps you clean, but aside from that, it doesn’t do squat. Sure, it’s bonded to your skin, but with the right stimulus, it might be convinced to remove itself. Oddly enough, most newcomers don’t realise it. They are told it keeps them restricted, and they accept it. The rest of us had to fight our way out of the fields, and we wanted it more than life itself. I have known ten talents who died while trying to free themselves. What did you do beyond trying to stretch a little?”

Togger was opening and closing his mouth in shock when Kiiki’s suit spoke to her.

“Kiiki Waythorp, please report to the entryway.” It was more polite than most summons.

Kiiki looked to all her friends, the only family she had had on a daily basis for ten years. “I suppose that this means goodbye for now.”

Togger was shocked. “You are a Waythorp, and they still locked you up?”

Kiiki lit her body with the glow that the stars gave her. “Do you think that this could be covered up for long? Even with their influence, my parents could only arrange a second visit every year under the guise of an assessment.”

Her suit chirped a reminder. “Excuse me, ladies and gentlemen, but I have an appointment to keep. I will return when I can.”

Urik cocked his head, “You want to return?”

Kiiki nodded, “For better or worse, this is my home. I just want to feel the light on my skin once again.”

She left the council hall without a backward glance. Her goodbyes had already been said, tears shed. There was nothing left but the future and a brighter possibility.

The path to the only entry into the Dome was well worn by folks pacing back and forth in an effort to calm them with the only contact with the rest of Resicor.

Kiiki heard her suit chirp again and pressed the button for the door. It scanned her hand and opened to allow her in.

The airlock was just as she remembered it—snug, hostile and filled with armed men. Even her visits with family were done under the fully armed escort that kept her in their sights.

Three new figures were waiting next to her parents.

“Mama, Papa. How are you this fine evening?”

Her parents rushed forward, ignoring the audible clicks of weapons.

Kiiki let tears fall as she stood in her family’s embrace.

Her mother whispered frantically. “They suspect that you have broken free of the suit, so we pulled every string we could to get you off Resicor. Go with these folk from the Citadel and live a good and happy life.”

Kiiki stood straight and brushed at her cheeks. “I will make you proud.”

Her mother caressed her cheek, and her father held her shoulder. As one, they spoke, “You already have.”

Kiiki smiled at their touch and the touch in her mind that mimicked the physical. There were downsides to having two telepaths as parents, but there was a freedom in always living an honest life. If you didn’t have to hide anything, you were fine. Concealing information was like sending up a flare.

Their position in local government and as a respectable family had been called into question with a daughter who flew, but a few well-placed bribes and she had been sent to the Dome with little fanfare. Her parents were upstanding citizens, and ten years ago, there had been no off-world option. Now, things were different.

The information flooded into Kiiki’s mind as well as the location to nine different credit accounts she could access if she needed to. It was the only gift they could give her as they sent her on her way. They might never see her again, but if she touched those accounts, they would know she was well and living on her own.

One of the Citadel personnel stepped forward. His voice boomed in the quiet room. “Kiiki, please come with us. We have a launch window.”

She nodded, gripped each of her parents in turn and followed the folk with the swaying robes out into the moonlight. She didn’t need to say goodbye—she would be back as soon as she could arrange it.










Chapter Three
The shuttle was elegant, and as Kiiki held herself tightly together with the full beam of the first moon on her skin, she enjoyed the look of the space-going vessel.

“You should be impressed, it is a lovely design.” The man’s voice was smoother, less booming, but no less striking.
One of the other Citadel representatives chuckled. “Stop gloating, Tabr. She will learn the details soon enough. For now, we had better get her into the ship before she goes up like a fireball. She’s shaking with the effort to hold herself together, and light is about to erupt. It would be better that the guards don’t see that her suit has failed.”

Her escort moved around her and increased their pace until they were snug in the confines of the lovely ship.

“Get us out of here, Tabr.”

Kiiki sat in one of the available chairs and sighed at the feel of it against her skin. It was like it was made for her.

The straps of the harness were comfortable, and as they lifted from the ground, she smiled at the harmony of the engines as they sang a familiar song. Understanding lit her thoughts, and tears crossed her smiling face.

The woman next to her looked at her smile, “You recognise it, then?”

Kiiki coughed a laugh, “How could I not?”

“I am Assessment Officer Tlia. The pilot is my brother, Communicator Tabr, the other female is the current intake officer for the new Balen Citadel outpost, Yfana.”

The other woman smiled. Her grey skin and black hair made her almost invisible against the backdrop of the stars. “Pleased to meet you. Balen is excited by your coming. You are the first recruit for our Citadel. Everyone else has simply been assigned there in support positions.”

The woman had pleasant features, and her greeting was genuine.

Kiiki inclined her head politely. “I am pleased to meet you as well. It is not every day that a woman gets rescued by a ship she designed when she was twelve.”

Yfana was surprised. “You designed this? I knew it was one of the Waythorps of Resicor, but no one mentioned that it was you.”

Kiiki laughed again. “It wasn’t really me. It was the child who had not yet suffered the full force of her talent. I always looked up at the stars and wanted to be with them, but the only way to travel would have been by ship, so I designed the ship. It was lovely and sleek, with engines that hummed a calming musical tone that my mother used to sing to me to keep me calm and balanced. Just being inside it I feel like she is with me.”

Tlia blinked. “I wondered about the sound. It is very pleasant but quite unusual.”

Kiiki was lost in giggles. She could only imagine the reactions of the engineering crew that had to find a way to make the ship sing.

Tabr looked back occasionally, but until they left Resicor space, he was stuck to the helm, taking the humming ship out into the darkness of the void.

It finally dawned on her that the shuttle would have a name. “What is she called?”

Tabr turned his head, “We are aboard the Starlight.”

She laughed brightly. “Of course we are.” Kiiki looked down at her hands, and with a sigh of relief, she allowed the light to be reflected by her skin. It was a subtle glow, but it felt so natural.

Tlia tried to make small talk. “Your hair, is that natural?”

Kiiki laughed, “I am a natural blue. It is thought to be a physical aberration, a sign of my talent. I just think it is because my grandmother had blue hair, and no one talks about it. So, what kind of assessments am I facing?”

Tlia grinned, “You are already accepted. I can see your power and the control you have over it. You will be an excellent candidate for a Citadel operative. Balen is perfectly situated to dispatch you, as well as house you, with the Sector Guard base to help with emergency combat training. Everything you could want.”

She perked up. “Combat training? There is an application for energy in a self-defence manoeuvre? Nice.”

Tabr chuckled. “I don’t think she will need much training, Tlia.”

Yfana grinned. “Good. We need to prove our facility as quickly as possible, and I think you are just the woman to bring the Balen Citadel into the light of the Alliance.”

Smiling softly as darkness enfolded the ship and they began a jump, Kiiki whispered, “I have always enjoyed the light.”

 

They were three jumps out when Tlia said, “You can sit up front in the navigator station if you like.”

Kiiki shook her head and sipped at the drink she had been given. “No, I would rather not blind our pilot. With all this ambient radiation around me, I can’t help but release a little bit of energy. I think staying back here for now will do until I can get out and up into a place where I can release some power.”

Yfana grinned, “In just under an hour. We are approaching Balen now. Look, you can see Station 13 from here.”

Kiiki glanced at the view screen and smiled at the bright, silvery object slowly rotating over the planet with the bright and new surface. “The planet looks so…alive.”

“Balen just renewed its surface. Now that he has an Avatar, he is looking forward to a new and prosperous existence with his thoughts heard once again. Zenina is a lovely woman, and her mate is the Avatar of the sun around which Balen orbits.”

“Suns have Avatars?”

“Like planets, they are few and far between, but some can and do take a compatible being to use as their method of communication.” Yfana seemed eager to share the information.

“Will I be dealing with the Avatar frequently?”

“If you are using Saru’s light to power yourself, you will definitely meet Saru-Rolland. He has been most curious about a creature that uses light as an energy source without a mechanism to translate it.”

Kiiki laughed, “Has he seen a plant recently?”

“He has, but plants do not generate enough energy to power a city in a matter of seconds.”

“You are very proud of my talent.” It was amusing to Kiiki. Someone she didn’t even know was proud of her.

“It is the first time we have someone with your power at our disposal. The Citadel does wonderful work training talents, but we hire our agents out to support our efforts. Having a mobile power source that is self-regenerating is an amazing offering to planets that need it.”

Kiiki cocked her head. “If the planets are in distress, how can they pay for the services?”

Yfana smiled, “The Sector Guard picks up the tab, and they, in turn, claim it from the Alliance. You will, in effect, be a contract employee to the Alliance.”

“As far as I know, Resicor is not a member of the Alliance. Their treatment of the physical talents precludes their inclusion. How can I work for them if I am not one of them?”

Yfana patted her hand. “There is a contract waiting for you on Balen. Once you sign it, you are legally an employee and student of the Citadel with all of the rights and protections therein. Housing, clothing, education in any field you wish is available to you.”

Kiiki blinked. “You are serious. I have full access to whatever I want—education, communication…anything?”

“If the Citadel has access to it, you will have access to it.” Tlia smiled brightly.

The shift in the ship’s harmonies changed its tune as it moved down into the atmosphere of Balen.

Kiiki smiled at the memories of her mother as the ship sang to her. “Can I learn how to fly this ship?”

Tabr’s voice boomed from the front of the shuttle. “Of course you can, it’s yours after all.”

“What?” She wasn’t sure that she understood what he meant.

“There is a message waiting for you in your new quarters. It will clarify things for you.” Tlia nodded and gripped the arms of her chair as they began their descent for landing.

Kiiki sat in the warm glow of knowing that her parents were still looking out for her in their very different ways.










Chapter Four
The air of Balen was a surprise. There was no trace of industrial vapours or any type of development, and yet, not only was Kiiki standing next to a huge, squat tower, but also in the distance, there was another complex still under construction, including a wide tarmac for large ships.

As Kiiki stared at the other facility, she noted two figures—one, a spot of light, and the other had an electric aura that she found simply fascinating.
Yfana stood next to her. “Here come the Avatars. You should address them with respect, for they are the world beneath your feet and the sun above you.”

“That is understood.” Kiiki pulled herself upright and held in the urge to take flight. She was vibrating with tension and power. The sun above her pounded her with energy that she hadn’t felt in years.

The figures landed in front of their small group. The male, with lavender skin, white hair and red eyes, was standing next to a woman with chalky skin, dark hair and black eyes.

“Welcome to Balen, Kiiki of Resicor.” The man bowed.

Kiiki stepped forward and bowed as well, her hands straight at her sides and her back stiff. It was the bow she had used for every formal interaction she had ever had while her parents had government members over for dinner. “Thank you for your hospitality, Avatars. It is a relief to be out where the wind can touch me once again.”

The woman smiled, “I understand the weight of power. Would you like to take a pass through the skies above Balen and get a feel for your new home base?”

Kiiki lunged forward and hugged her before letting the overflow of power carry her up and into the sky.

To be able to climb as high as she wished was so freeing that she hovered in the air above the outpost and flung her arms wide, sending bolts of electric energy through the atmosphere in all directions.

She kept the power away from the bases but let it rip through the clouds with impunity. Thunder followed, but by the time she finished flexing her talent, Kiiki was ready to re-join the group on the ground.

She exhaled happily. “Thank you. I have been holding that in for hours.”

The female laughed. “I know the feeling. I am Zenina, by the way, Balen’s Avatar. This is my husband, Rolland, new Avatar of Saru.”

“Very pleased to meet you both.” She grinned.

Yfana diffidently cleared her throat. “I believe a meal has been prepared for your arrival, Kiiki. Please enter the Citadel so that we can get the contract out of the way. Avatars, you are welcome as always.”

Zenina smiled, and a bright light came to her eyes. Her voice changed, and in that moment, Kiiki saw the planet take over the woman’s body.

“I am glad to know it, Intake Officer. It is always good to be welcome in one’s own home.” There was an amused twist to Zenina’s lips, but the chiding was unmistakable. “I need no invitation, nor does Saru-Rolland.”

Yfana paled dramatically, and Kiiki stepped in between her and the Avatars. “Yfana meant no harm. She was just educating me on showing the Avatars proper respect, and I think her manners got stuck on hospitality.”

Rolland put his arm around his mate and inclined his head. “I am sure that it was the case. Zenina, please join us for dinner.”

Balen faded and Zenina shrugged. “I think a stiff cup of tea and some good conversation is just what I need.”

Kiiki let out a soft sigh of relief and gestured for the Avatars to lead the way. Yfana grabbed her hand and gave it a grateful squeeze as they walked toward the large doors that marked the entrance to the Citadel.

“How do I go about communicating with Resicor? I want to tell my parents that I am all right.” Kiiki spoke softly to Yfana.

“There is a coded com unit in the quarters set aside for you. They are on the upper level so that you will have full access to all the light you need.”

The thought of unlimited light made Kiiki giddy. She entered the Citadel with a glad heart and a spring in her step.

The walls and floors had no traces of anything aside from the world they stood on. It was truly a new facility, but it had been grown out of stone. Balen had left its energy in the walls, but no living being had marred it with an imprint of its own.

“Oh my.”

Zenina-Balen turned with the brightest smile of pride. “We did a very good job with it, did we not? They sent a basic design, but it was up to us to execute, and Zenina had a good deal of fun creating the rooms and the study spaces. No two are the same.”

“It is beyond good. The design is amazing, and it repels psychic imprint. That is not a bad feat.” She smiled and continued to examine the entry hall, turning in place to take it all in. “Redirected daylight is a lovely touch, as is the ventilation.”

Saru-Rolland looked at her with a smile, “Are you an architect, Kiiki?”

She shook her head. “No, I went into the Dome when I was a teenager, but I always wanted to be someone who could design a space this graceful.”

The Avatars literally glowed with pleasure, and the other three Citadel members looked at each other ruefully. Kiiki was going to get to the bottom of that look eventually, but for the time being, Balen-Zenina wanted to take her on a tour.

 

Two hours later, Kiiki was as well acquainted with Citadel Balen as she was with the planet that spawned it. Kiiki’s room was on the upper floor and had a ceiling made of focussing crystal and walls designed to reflect light.

“Thank you for the tour. It is always good to swiftly become familiar with one’s new home.” Kiiki sipped at the tea that Yfana had prepared.

Tabr and Tlia were elsewhere in the building.

When Kiiki returned with the Avatars, Yfana had been a little peculiar. Apparently, the other two were no longer required.

“It was my pleasure, Kiiki. It is nice to meet with someone who appreciates the effort Balen and I put into the design.” Zenina smiled and winked. “The other members of the Citadel seem a little caught up in the throes of administration.”

Yfana blushed. “Well, there is paperwork to be done.”

Rolland sat back, “So, Kiiki. Have you given any thought to your partner? What are you looking for?”

Kiiki blinked. “Partner? I haven’t heard anything about a partner. Do I need one?”

Rolland and Zenina looked at Yfana with a frown. He said, “You didn’t tell her?”

Yfana rubbed the back of her neck. “Tabr won’t do. We thought he would be a solid match, but she is more than we thought. He will not do.”

Kiiki blinked. “I am more what?”

Zenina laughed and patted her arm. “Just more. Take it as a compliment.”

Rolland sat up with a smile. “Harken would do.”

Yfana frowned. “Are you sure? I mean, he is a Nishan.”

He nodded. “He will do. His talent is similar to mine, and his nature makes him suitable to guard her while she is on assignment.”

“But he is a member of the Sector Guard.”

“So? He lives just across the valley. It is no distance for him or for her. She owns the shuttle, so there is no issue with inappropriately using Sector Guard resources. Speak with Olaris, and see what he thinks. I do not see an issue.” Rolland sat back with a smile.

Kiiki leaned forward. “What is a Nishan?”

Zenina answered, “The Nishans are a species who are gaseous in their natural state, but they can and do take on physical forms. There are now two within the Sector Guard—Mist and Harken. Mist is mated to Reset, but Harken is single. I think he is male, well most of the time anyway.” She shrugged.

“Oh. Good. It sounds confusing.” Kiiki frowned.

Zenina smiled. “Don’t worry about it. Harken will find a body that you don’t find objectionable.”

“That just sounds weird.”

“It is, but that is the Nishan way, from what we can determine. They choose a body to match their task.”

Kiiki sipped at the tea and ate a small sandwich. Her body had begun fine tremors of fatigue, but she didn’t want to be rude. She had been awake for thirty-two standard hours, and her body was tired, but insulting the Avatars was out of the question.

This was no worse than the teas she had sat through when her parents had their co-workers and local politicians over for luncheons. Who could ever have guessed that her early life of being bored stiff would have given her patience to deal with very dangerous creatures?

Rolland cleared his throat. “Well, Kiiki, as you are going to pass out on us any minute now, we will be on our way back to the base. Feel free to come there and request us anytime. You are company worth keeping.”

Zenina stood, pulled Kiiki to her feet and hugged her. “You will have to come by the base for a medical exam, so feel free to call for me then. I want to discuss some designs for a research-and-repair hangar. It will be good to have someone to bounce ideas with.”

Kiiki returned the hug, noting the power in the woman but unable to absorb her particular brand of radiation. It was different with Rolland, but she was not about to start hugging this woman’s mate right in front of her. Kiiki wanted to live.

Rolland took her hand in a light grip as he left, and her skin glowed immediately. Solar power transformed to electric energy in less time than the speed of thought. He laughed and inclined his head. “You had best get that under control.”

“Now that I am free to experience the full range of my talent, I will get right on that.” She inclined her head in return.

The Avatars left her, and she turned to Yfana. “Is it all right if I go to my room now?”

Yfana must have seen her exhaustion. “Of course. We will talk in the morning. I will get the request for personnel in to the Guard. We will know if Harken is willing to partner with you on assignments when you wake.”

“Zenina mentioned a physical?”

“We will discuss it in the morning. Go to bed, your eyes look hollow.” Yfana waved her off.

Kiiki was so tired that she used the power to carry her through the Citadel base. It was so much easier than running up nine flights of stairs. She passed the classrooms, the library, the fitness centre and every chamber that Balen-Zenina had sculpted from stone.

Kiiki’s own room occupied the upper floor and the size was amazing in comparison to that of the other rooms. The light was amazing as well. Even with an overcast sky, there was still a glow from the stars above.

Her lav was lovely, and Zenina had helped her set the temperature for the water. With her hands quivering with eagerness, she peeled off the restrictor suit and left it in a heap on the marble floor.

The water relaxed her. She let her hair loose and scrubbed it with her fingers. Three rounds of washing it and it finally felt clean. Ten years of the restrictor suit and no need for soap in the ration kits sent in made Kiiki’s situation unpleasant. She could use her energy to repel dirt, but her skin still generated oils on her scalp and face. Finding means and methods to take a bath when there were few places in the Dome to have privacy meant that she did what she could when she could.

The Citadel had given her the option to keep her body the way she wanted it and that, in itself, was a gift that she owed them for. She would partner with the person they assigned her to and do what she could to help those who had requested her talent.

When she got back to Balen, her time and the energy of the sun and stars would be hers to enjoy.










Chapter Five
Harken took shape and stood facing Olaris. He was new to Balen Base but meeting with the Base Commander was to be expected on occasion. “Yes, Commander?”

“Would you have an objection to riding as escort and bodyguard for a Citadel member?” Olaris still had the aura of a stellar avatar even though the power no longer rippled through him every moment of every day. Saru had left his mark on Olaris, that much was certain.
Harken cocked his head. “No, of course not. How long is the assignment?”

Olaris smiled, “That is the thing—if you get along, this would be a permanent posting. You would not go on assignment without her, and she wouldn’t go without you.”

Harken felt his body fuzz a little with his confusion. “What is she that she needs a permanent guardian?”

“She is one of the new rescues from Resicor, and more importantly, she is a power source.”

He crossed his arms. “How powerful?”

“Ten years ago, as a frightened girl, she lit up a city for ten minutes with one touch on an amusement park ride. She then evaded capture for three days without any direct contact with her family or any friends. That was when she was a child. What do you think she is capable of now?”

Knowing what he did about development of the average inhabitants of the Alliance, he was impressed and curious. “I will accept the assignment under the agreement that the partnership is agreed upon by both parties after the first mission.”

Olaris nodded. “Agreed. She has insisted on the same stipulation, so it works out well.”

“When do I meet her?” Harken was curious to see the creature that could have gotten Olaris’s interest, for the man was definitely interested in her.

“She is getting her physical in medical. You can take her on a tour of the base and see if you two can work together.”

The commander dismissed him with a slight smile. “Please greet our visitor properly. We don’t want her to believe that we are rude.”

Harken turned and walked toward medical. His curiosity was up and running now. Something about this woman was unusual, that had to be certain.

Three other Guardsmen were loitering around the door to medical, and when he increased his size and cleared his throat, they scattered like guilty children.

He resumed his normal appearance and walked into medical with a cursory knock.

He froze in place as the woman sitting on the medical bed pulled the Citadel robes back up over her shoulders. Her shoulders were a glowing ivory and her hair a vivid blue piled in a loose knot with one lone tendril creeping down to curl around her neck. Harken had to admit in that moment that he was smitten.

His fingers itched to follow that curl down her long, slim neck, but when she turned to look at him with white blue eyes, his gut flipped—or, it would have if he had constructed one today.

As she settled her robes completely, he stepped forward and extended his hand. “Guardsmen Harken of Balen Base, at your service.”

She smiled, and her skin glowed brightly as she placed her hand on his. “Kiiki Waythorp. Specialist in Training for the Balen Citadel.”

Energy wrapped around his arm and crept across his formed skin. His whole body felt alive and powerful when she retracted her hand.

Silence fell between them, and his new partner was not one to let it lie.

 



   

 

“Are you the one that has volunteered to be my partner?” Kiiki was still fighting nerves at being thoroughly examined.
The Guard had walked in casually, as if he owned the place, and his features were completely unremarkable. He was tall, strong and had no facial features that anyone could consider objectionable. His matte grey bodysuit occasionally fuzzed out a little, and it was obvious that it was being generated.

“Apparently. Are you done here?”

Kiiki looked to the physician. “Am I done?”

Dr. Leaka nodded. “We have all the scans. You are good to go. Thank you for coming, Kiiki. It was very illuminating.”

The doctor broke into giggles and Kiiki rolled her eyes. Sighing, she got to her feet and brushed at the unfamiliar robes. They were soft enough, but they flapped when she flew and threw her off balance.

She stood and waited for Harken to lead the way, but he offered her his arm instead.

Shrugging, she took his arm and smiled up at him. “Lead on.”

He began to take her through the facility. “Tell me if you are bored.”

“Oh no. Zenina-Balen did a marvellous job here. The spires of the posts in the larger, open areas are gorgeous as well as functional, as are the patterns created by the mix of stone.”

He blinked. “You are a fan of architecture? Have you studied it?”

“In a way. I had an interest in it before I was sent to the Dome, and I studied all the buildings of the ancients in the first two years I was there.”

Harken nodded. “I understand your skill is power generation.”

“It isn’t so much a skill as a biological function. Light comes in, power goes out.” She shrugged. “What is your skill?”

“It is an audio effect. I can make anyone listen to whatever I say for a finite period of time. The majority of my value rests in my ability to change my appearance.”

They walked down the tarmac. Three shuttles were sitting and waiting for duty.

Kiiki bit her lip and asked the question that was pressing on her thoughts. “Can you teach me to fly a shuttle?”

He blinked as if surprised by her question. “Of course. It is quite simple once you have the basics down.”

“I don’t even have those. Are you up for instructing a complete novice?”

He smiled, a non-descript smile for a non-descript man. Aside from the breadth of his shoulders, there really was nothing remarkable about him. “Everyone is a novice once.”

Her next question was blurted without thought. “Did you select your appearance for a reason, or is it a personal thing to ask?”

Harken was surprised into laughter. “It is personal, but I chose the appearance that would draw the least amount of notice when I am on assignment. It is easier for me to sneak up on my targets if they do not see me coming.”

“Oh.” She nodded.

“Your hair is a lovely blue. Is it common on Resicor?”

She giggled. “No, it is not common. My grandmother had blue hair when she was young, and mine changed from a brown similar to yours when my talent began to manifest.”

“What do you wish for your life?” Harken looked surprised at his own question.

“I don’t know. When I was in the Dome, I wanted out. Now, I am on Balen and I want to see more of the universe. I want to learn how to live my life without help from anyone, but at the same time, I wish to gather friends around me.” She paused before she finished her thought. “And I want to go to Resicor, rip open the Dome and pull out all the talents, granting them a freedom that they have been denied.”

They had walked to the edge of the tarmac, standing on the edge of stone that led to the valley floor.

“That may be a little ambitious. I am not familiar with your species yet, but if your talents are separated, there may be a reason that will surprise you. Even Nishan politics are never as easy as you would imagine, and we are balls of fog on our home world.”

He was going to continue when a voice called from the base.

“Novice Waythorp, please. There is a shipment for you.” One of the administrators was waving to get their attention.

Harken turned with her, and they walked back toward the base. “Novice?”

“Apparently, that is what I am called until I have completed a course or a contract.” She grimaced. “It isn’t the most flattering of titles.”

“Better than puff. That is the title for juvenile Nishans. It makes it hard to choose a masculine gender.” He smiled.

She grinned back, and as she looked into his eyes, she realised that his features were not nearly as bland as she had first thought. His face was going to require further study.

Shaking her head at her own silliness, she focussed on the features of the administrator. “Yes?”

“A shipment of suits arrived for you, Novice Waythorp.”

“Suits?” They followed him to a loading area where her name was printed in Alliance Common on the side with a peculiar smiley face next to it with some strange prints framing it.

Harken smiled. “In the Sector Guard, they would be uniforms, but in the Citadel, they are suits, and you wear your robes of status over them.”

“I understand my name and Balen Base, but what is with the strange pictures?”

Harken covered his mouth with one hand. “It comes from Morganti. Fixer designs the suits and programs the enhanced Masuo. Her daughters like to help her pack the new suits and decorate the boxes. You should have seen what they did to Saru-Rolland’s box. It was covered with flowers. They thought his name was pretty.” Harken was chuckling.

“A Guardsman with children?”

“Not the first and not the last. We are more stable as mated pairs.” He shrugged.

The administrator handed over the boxes and smiled. “We were wondering when you would arrive. This has been here for a month.”

The boxes were wide, and it took a little manoeuvring to get them settled, but she held them at arm’s length and blinked. “Um, well, I suppose I should take these back to the Citadel.”

Harken frowned, “Can you fly with those?”

“Probably. I just need a minute to charge up.” Kiiki wasn’t sure that she could manage it over the three kilometres to the other side of the valley, but she could simply stop and wait as needed.

“I will help you carry them. The size is no difficulty for me.”

As she watched, he became a shifting cloud of mist. The mist firmly tugged her parcels away, and as she watched, he carried them out of the loading area and off the edge of the tarmac.

Laughing, she gathered light as she ran and rode the charge of her power through the sky after her new partner. If he wanted to race, she was up for it.










Chapter Six
“Okay, breathe deeply and power up the machines.” Tlia was sitting on an insulated chair while she ran Kiiki through daily exercises.

While it was fun to use her talents daily, it was rather boring. Kiiki had something special planned for today.
“Power up in three…two…one.” Kiiki looked to the sky and absorbed the light. Now that she had practiced, she could pick and choose when her body reacted. The Masuo suit was a wonder. It covered her from foot to neck if she wanted it or formed her old restrictor suit pattern if she willed it to. Kiiki’s personal statement was to combine the two. Black with the dark pewter swirls suited her very well.

Grinning, she opened her arms and did a broadcast power up. The machines in the courtyard began doing their assigned tasks, but Kiiki didn’t stop there. Across the valley, a light pulsed on and held steady while she worked to keep the stream of power rippling through empty air.

Her suit spoke to her after an hour. “Specialist Waythorp, please cease transmission. We need to get the shuttles in the air.”

She dropped her arms and cut the power, smiling brilliantly at Tlia. “I have managed to project a steady stream of power across the valley to the Guard base. It held just fine.”

Tlia grinned and applauded. “Is it safe for me to hop off the observation stand? I need to hit the lav.”

Kiiki chuckled and twirled in place. “I am so glad I made Specialist ranking.”

“As are we. There is currently a negotiation for your services, and the fee for one week will pay for this outpost’s upkeep for a year.” Tlia rubbed her hands together greedily.

Kiiki snorted at the gesture. “You have been out three times on assessments since I got here. Your fees must cover a lot of it.”

Tlia stretched and waved Kiiki inside. “I am an employee of the Citadel. You are an employee for the Citadel. I am paid out of your earnings.”

Kiiki followed and wandered into the dining hall where she procured a light snack and some tea.

After her visit to the lav, Tlia joined her. “That was amazing. I watched your systems, and you didn’t even show strain. Your body has become accustomed to the power running through it, and your control is precise.”

“Thank you. It is strange to think that a control I always sought was to be found in letting my power run free.” Kiiki sipped at her tea. She leaned back in the comfortable chair and cued the Masuo into thickening. Being able to thin it to take in more light was lovely, and being able to make it opaque and insulating in a second was wonderful.

“It is weird how the strangest things affect our control. Tabr was often in the backyard talking with rodents, and I thought he was insane. It wasn’t until my talent surfaced and I saw his power zipping through his brain that I believed him.”

Kiiki laughed and sat quietly for a moment. “When do you think that Shivak will finish the negotiation?”

“It should be done in a few hours. He’s a good dispatcher.” Tlia smiled, and there was a twinge of pink on her golden cheeks.

“You should discuss possible assessment assignments with him, slowly, carefully, at length.” Kiiki kept her features innocent, but in the last three weeks, she had updated her education on mating between species. While the seeds rarely fell on fallow soil, there was plenty of ploughing going on.

Shivak was born on Dhema, and his species was known for its adherence to rules and regulations as well as etiquette and manners. Kiiki had liked him on first meeting, and so had Tlia.

Kiiki had watched her trainer’s pulse and electric fluctuations move from passive into heated overdrive the moment that Shivak had taken her hand. Tlia had been tongue-tied and blushed furiously every time Shivak was in the room.

He was aware of Tlia as well, but Kiiki didn’t want to ruin the surprise by giving either party the information that she could see in their bodies whenever they were closer than fifteen feet. Kiiki was surprised that they didn’t glow in the dark when they sparked so on coming near each other.

“So, are you looking forward to your first contract assignment?” Tlia sipped at her own drink, changing the topic.

“I am. Harken is, too. Now that we have been linked by paperwork, he is chafing to be doing something, and too many assignments have passed him by.” It caused a pang of guilt, but there was nothing she could do.

Shivak interrupted their discussion, politely waiting until they had ceased speaking before inclining his head to both of them, his tight braids clashing and the gold spires of his horns gleaming as if he polished them. “Ladies, good afternoon.”

As one, they spoke, “Good afternoon, Shivak.”

He smiled quickly. “Kiiki, I have your first assignment on Feliancour. They need power for ten hours a day for nine days. Will this be acceptable to you?”

Kiiki sat up. “What is the light situation?”

“Light is not the problem. Solar flares are going to send electromagnetic waves across the surface, and they need you as a guaranteed power supply for the underground bunkers.” His burgundy brow furrowed as he read the data pad in his hand.

“So, I will be at the surface feeding power to the bunkers below?”

“You will, and Harken will be acting as minder and guardian. He is waiting in the Starlight, packing the supplies.”

Kiiki started laughing. “You told him before you told me?”

Shivak shrugged. “He had to commute over here. He is much faster than I thought.”

She got to her feet and patted Shivak on the shoulder. “I ordered sandwiches and there is an extra cup. It would be a shame if it were to go to waste. I assume that the mission briefing has been loaded to the ship?”

Shivak took the seat across from the blushing Tlia. “Thank you, Specialist Waythorp. Yes, all mission details are with your partner. See you when you get back for a full debriefing.”

He wasn’t even looking at her anymore—his gaze was locked on Tlia’s, and he refilled her cup before pouring his own.

Shaking her head in amusement, Kiiki lifted herself off the ground and flitted to her shuttle. Harken was indeed inside, and he grinned at her as she stowed the stairs and sealed the door.

“Finally. Are you looking forward to being on active duty?”

She slid into the pilot’s seat and smiled. “Oh yes. Are you looking forward to my first space flight?”

“Nishans don’t have a deity, but if we did, I would have prayed to it already. We are go for launch when you have completed the checks.”

She ran through the checks that he had drilled into her over the last few weeks. With her hands steady, she flipped the toggles to bring the engines online. Her imagination had never figured out the mechanics of why it flew, but she had designed in the strands of metal that would expand and contract, singing as they heated and cooled inside the skin of the Starlight.

“Why did you design it to sing? Tabr told me about that, and it has become a talking point at the Guard base.”

Kiiki laughed as she fastened her harness and watched the levels rise. “I was a young girl. My body was beginning to betray me by turning me into something that could not be with its family. I wanted comfort, so I thought that a ship that could take me away from Resicor would be wonderful, and if that ship could sing the songs my mother sang to me, it would make space far less lonely. I did the metallurgy research, but I had no idea that my dad would have the ship built.”

“It is quite a lovely ship. Would you consider doing more designs?” He strapped in, but it was a formality. He was his own impact-reduction system. The moment he was unconscious, he would revert to a mass of fog.

“I don’t see why not. Once I know what a ship is actually supposed to have aside from a pretty tea set, I should be able to do a better job.” She shrugged. “Prepare for launch.”

He relaxed into his seat and watched her hands on the controls.

She lifted off the surface of Balen and breathed deeply as she retracted the landing gear. “No going back now.”

With steady hands, she pulled back on the controls, and the Starlight aimed for the sky. “Ready or not, I am on my way.” She glanced to Harken. “And I am taking you with me.”

His laughter accompanied her first time out of the safety of an atmosphere and into space under her own power. Feliancour waited.












Chapter Seven
Once they were nearing the jump point, Harken showed her how to enter long-range coordinates in the ship. “It will channel us from jump point to jump point with runs in between. Some systems are not fond of having strangers popping in and out, so they have restricted travel to propulsion only.”

“The jumps cause a ripple effect in gravity if too close to an orbiting body. Or so my recent education leads me to believe.”
He chuckled. “Oh, it’s true. Too close to a planet and you can tear a hole in its atmosphere, too close to a sun and you can burn a system. It is better to keep to the jump points unless there is an extreme emergency.”

“What constitutes an extreme emergency?”

“Imminent death of more than six beings on your craft, anything less is a mere mild emergency.”

She made a mental note and programmed in the destination of Feliancour. “What is their situation?”

“Every three hundred years, their sun gets enthusiastic. It throws off enough power to scramble every electronic on the planet. The folk know when it will strike and have created shelters below ground. These shelters will keep them alive and well while the solar storm rages.” Harken was flipping through the mission manifest.

“So, we will be arriving before the solar storm?” Having an idea, she began to check the Starlight. She breathed easier when she saw that the shielding was intact and functional.

“We will arrive two days before the storm is going to hit. You will be given shelter that allows you exposure to the sunlight, and from there, you will be connected to the power systems. I will remain with you. I am not vulnerable to solar storms.”

“Nine days?”

“Ten. They will remain underground for an extra day to be safe. You will be processing a tremendous amount of power for several hours a day. Can you manage it?” His features were worried.

She chuckled as the Starlight reached the first jump and she slipped on the halo to affect the transfer. Jumps were tricky things, and the speed of thought was the best option to get where you wanted to be.

“Most folks wear the halo from the moment they settle in.”

Kiiki looked at him with a wry twist to her lips. “Most folks can’t power the halo with a sneeze or a bright light in their eyes.”

“Fair point.” He nodded.

“Prepare for jump.” The effort to sound official almost strained her throat, but she shivered as the beacons in her destination area pronounced it clear, and she sent the power through the halo, and it sent the pulse to the jump engines.

In one moment, they crossed to another star system, and as the journey continued, they ran through another jump and eight hours of travel before they arrived at Feliancour.

Harken spoke to ground control, and Kiiki keyed in the coordinates for landing.

She giggled, “My first assignment. I wonder if I get a cookie like I did from my mom when I got good grades.”

He looked at her with a twist to his lips. “Cookies? I would have thought you wanted ink and paper for sketches.”

“I always had ink and paper. My mother kept the cookies under lock and key. It was a matter of priorities and wanting what I couldn’t normally have. It was an exotic reward for mundane tasks.” She laughed. “When I went into the Dome, cookies became a reminder of love and home when they visited me. I knew how many times they had thought of me by how many cookies I got.”

“Have you spoken with them since you came to Balen?”

“Yes, twice a week. They are relieved that I am away from Resicor and delighted that I am in control of my talent. So far, they have not experienced repercussions over my leaving the Dome, but they are not sure that it isn’t just a matter of time.” Kiiki gripped the controls with white knuckles.

“You are worried about them.” He stated it absolutely.

“I am very worried about them. They are currently defended by their status in the community and government, but that will not last forever. Folks may forget about my existence, but paperwork remains forever. Eventually, the Waythorps will be forced to pay for my removal, and on that day, I will go home and return the gift that my parents gave to me.”

They began entering the gold and red expanse of Feliancour, and she kept an eye on the monitors and displays.

“What gift is that?”

She glanced at him with her face showing her dedication to her words. “They gave me freedom, and I am going to give it right back.”

He didn’t argue, merely watched her take the ship down, singing its cheerful song. They had a job to do.

 

The representative of Feliancour was nervous, but he bowed over her hand, pressing a kiss to her knuckles. “Welcome, Specialist Waythorp. We have been looking forward to your arrival. It will mean much to the families who had men in the repair lottery.”

She smiled and pulled her hand back as the handsome feline tasted her skin. She wasn’t interested in handsome. She preferred bland and supportive.

“What do you mean, repair lottery?”

Geloan Vashin explained as they walked through the almost-silent city. Folk were tucking themselves into tubes that took them down into the ground for safety and only those finalizing preparations were left on the surface.

“The men enter the lottery and climb to the surface every three days. If the sun doesn’t damage them, the EM pulse does. With you here, there is no danger to our population and the ninety men across the world will live healthy lives, not to mention the rest of our people down below. Thank you for coming.”

Harken spoke, “When does the first flare hit?”

“Thirty-two hours.” He dismissed Harken and smiled at Kiiki, “Specialist, the throne has been crafted to the Citadel specifications. Are you sure that you can do this?”

“Let me see the work area, and I will tell you yea or nay.” She knew she could do it, but she would be tired at the end of nine days.

“Of course. We have installed battery packs around our world that you will charge on a daily basis. You will know when they are charged, and you will be able to rest.”

They were standing in front of a large door with a huge bar across it.

That bar would lock her in. “What is that bar for?”

Geloan looked innocent. “We didn’t want anyone messing with the arrangement before you had arrived.”

Kiiki looked at Harken, and his expression was grim. They were going to be locked in together until the Feliancourans let them out.

As the door opened, she saw the throne that would allow her to disseminate power across the world. A chair was on a dais and a cascade of wires was rigged into the structure of the seat itself. It was under a glass dome that would allow her full access to light day or night.

“I will need to run a test. Do you have the batteries connected?”

“Yes, they are ready to go. Do you wish to test them now?”

“Please. Right after I have seen the lav and shower facility.”

Geloan blinked, “Of course, of course. This way, please.” He walked to the wall and pressed a slick tile.

The room was serviceable. Kiiki tested the water and found the temperature to be acceptable. “Will the pumps still be rigged to provide water when you are below?”

“I will make sure that they are.”

Harken was near her. “If you are locking us in, where are the beds?”

Geloan blushed, “Of course. I am afraid we only provided one for the Specialist. Is that a problem?”

Harken looked at the other male and smiled tightly. “Not a problem at all. I cannot leave the side of my partner, so it will work out well.”

The insinuation was that they were intimate partners, so Kiiki couldn’t stop her blush.

Geloan’s features darkened in anger, but he nodded tightly. “Good, then. Specialist, the demonstration?”

She walked carefully to the throne and settled into place. It was comfortable, and when she reclined it so that her body was facing skyward, the power beckoned her. “Testing in three…two…one.” She released energy from the light into the chair.

On the wall, a light pinged to life, followed by another and another until thirty lights were glowing bright.

Geloan spoke into a small com unit and listened for the reply. “Excellent. The batteries are charged and waiting. You can remove yourself from the chair now.”

Smiling, she cut the power, but the lights remained on. “Those are the battery lights?”

“They are. If they go out, the outpost they are at needs power. They all have different population levels, so just fill the batteries as best you can.”

Harken asked, “Will you leave a communication device for us to contact you?”

Geloan shook his head. “Once the flares start, they won’t work. You will have to simply wait it out for the ten days.”

The men were staring at each other, and Kiiki stepped in to break it up. “Well, I had better get a meal and some rest. Do I have the freedom of your city?”

Geloan looked around and frowned. “I would rather you stayed here.”

She sighed. “Fine. Boring, but fine.”

Harken smiled, “Bring her some paper and some drawing implements.”

Kiiki perked up. “Yes, that will work. Something low tech, not affected by the radiation.”

Geloan smiled tightly. “Of course. I will find something immediately. I need to get to shelter myself.”

“Of course.” Kiiki walked over to Harken and wrapped on arm around his waist “Take your time, we will be occupying ourselves.”

The official scuttled away, and Kiiki sighed, relinquishing her grip as she turned to look into Harken’s astonished face. “What? He licked me when he kissed my hand. That is all kinds of creepy.”

Harken’s laughter could be heard down the hall they had traversed and into some of the descent tubes still open for business. His wasn’t a quiet amusement. It was the triumphant chortle of a man who was winning.










Chapter Eight
After getting familiar with her surroundings, Kiiki looked up at the fading sun. “It has a wild halo around it. No wonder they knew this was coming.”

“I don’t see what you are looking at. I see the sun but nothing seems amiss.” Harken was finishing up the preparations for their stay, including a safe water supply. Despite the running water that had been provided, they didn’t have faith that the running water would continue after the flares began.
She looked at him closely. “You really don’t see it? The sun is rioting. It is unhappy, to say the least.”

“You can see it?”

“It radiates in the corona. It flickers and pulses with desperation. It is like the sun is attempting to get attention.” She stretched and shifted as she tried to adapt her senses to the space she was in. The room was round, had a single door and was domed with thick glass. The scent in the air held the peculiar tang that came with electricity, more a feeling than an actual odour.

“Do you think it is sentient?” His tone was mildly questioning.

She blinked and looked up again. “No, I don’t think so. I think something is wrong with it, though. It doesn’t feel healthy to me.”

“I will mention it to the Guard. After we are clear, they will send in someone to examine it.” He smiled and continued his preparations.

“What are you doing?”

“I am putting your food and water in shielded containers. Your body can handle the power, but no sense ruining your food supply.”

“What will you eat?”

“I don’t need to eat, per se. I will consume rations as I require them. Their edibility is not really a concern.” He chuckled as he closed the container.

That made her blink. “You can eat anything?”

“I could dissolve a hole in the floor if I were hungry enough.”

“Okay. So, what do we do for two days?”

He lifted the paper and utensils that Geloan had brought in. “I thought you could design me a ship.”

Sighing and giving in to the inevitable, she took the paper and used a small desk pressed against the wall for her studio. Kiiki used the light of the setting sun to begin the design for the Shakun Teel. She laughed as she swept her writing implement across the page with the title. Ancient Resicorian was taught to few children, but she had been an avid learner.

Kiiki felt Harken peering over her shoulder. “Shakun Teel? It sounds dramatic. What does it mean?”

Kiiki kept drawing, measuring and changing the shape of the atmospheric stabilizers. “The puff ball.”

He choked and wandered away.

Humming to herself, she continued to design the smallest jump ship in the universe.

 

She was drawing by the light of her own skin when Harken tapped her on the shoulder. “You need to eat and rest, in that order.”

He handed her a heated ration pack, and she frowned but started to gnaw her way through the hard bread that came with the stew.

He lifted some of the papers and whistled. “It is amazing. You just came up with this?”

Kiiki felt gratified warmth inside. Compliments were always welcome. “Yes. I designed it to carry you in gaseous form. The entire ship is seven feet long with a jump engine.”

The paper wavered alarmingly as he kept his grip. “Seven feet long?” There was amusement in his gaze.

She blushed. “I was irritated at being told what to design, so I drew a ship that could be carried in any other Sector Guard ship and that your intangible form could direct with pressure plates inside. It even has the potential for a jump engine, but that would be up to your engineer and builder. I am just the designer.”

“A talented designer. It is a pity that you could not have pursued this on your home world.”

Kiiki sighed and finished eating her rations. “From the first time I lit up the house during a storm, my parents told me what was in store for me and what they would do to help me find a way through it. It was never an option to stay and design starships. Resicor does not even have a sky-borne presence. There would be no life for anything I created there.”

Harken paused. “They don’t have spacecraft?”

“No.”

“How did the Alliance get involved with your world? It is unusual for them to attach themselves to worlds still developing.”

She shrugged. “I have no idea. Most folk on Resicor do not even know that the Sector Guard or Citadel exists. It is a mystery to us as well. All we know is that in the Dome, there is a chance that we can get out and not die there like so many before us.”

“How many are in the Dome?”

“Currently, I don’t know. The numbers have been rapidly increasing, and no one knows why. The endless stream of new talents has gone from a trickle to a torrent.” She ran a hand over her hair and double-checked the coil of her braid.

“Interesting—may we discuss your home? I forgot to ask.”

She smiled and got to her feet. “Of course. It is still the place I think of when I need to comfort myself.”

Kiiki excused herself to use the lav, and after she had taken a quick shower, she re-joined him near the desk. “Is it all right if I get some rest now?”

He held up a sketch that she had tucked underneath the rest. “Is this home?”

It was a drawing of the manor house where she had taken her first steps. “No. But it is where my home lives.”

She left him puzzling over that, went to the room that had been set up for her, and flopped down on the bed. The scent of the sheets was strange, but she managed to ignore it as she let sleep approach her. She was on a strange world, on assignment, and her duty was to keep power flowing to the entire population. She really needed as much rest as she could gather.

A cloud of mist joined her in the bedroom, and it crept over her. The light scent it carried with it was familiar, and she smiled as she recognised Harken.

“No funny business, puff. I have to work in the morning.”

The cloud shifted against her skin, and it was obvious to her that at long last she had a partner who was going to watch her day and night. He kept his touch above the covers, so she had no reason to object.

A tiny smile crossed her lips, and it was still there when she woke.










Chapter Nine
“Finally. I was getting tired of waiting.” Kiiki sat in the throne and settled as the solar flares built up to the prime levels. The sun would be visible in moments.

“I thought you would have more patience than that, Kiiki.” Harken was waiting nearby, calm written in every inch of his body.
“I waited for something to happen for ten years. That was enough patience for a lifetime. Now, I want to do something.” She settled her hands on the arms of the throne and watched the lights on the wall. Out of thirty, three were flickering.

Kiiki dragged in a deep breath, “Time to earn my pay.”

She pulled starlight in and began a steady stream of energy, which turned into a controlled wave when the sun peeked over the horizon.

“I will stop you in three hours for a meal and water.”

She nodded as she concentrated on channelling the power to where it was needed. It was the beginning of an exhausting day.

Kiiki was successful at keeping all of the lights burning bright all day. By the time the sun’s rays turned crimson, she was tired and ready for rest. She powered down and pushed on the arms of the chair with both hands.

Harken was at her side, and he lifted her in his arms before she could do more than squeak. “Down. Put me down.”

“I will put you down when you are in bed. You are exhausted, and you will have to do this again in twelve hours.”

“I thought it was a thirty-two hour day?” She scrubbed at her face.

“It is. You were on there for twenty hours stabilizing their energy supplies. I am convinced that they deliberately deceived you as to the amount of power you would have to output.”

She sighed and relaxed into the pillows when he set her in the bed. “Fine. I will eat and shower in the morning. Sleep now.”

In front of her eyes, Harken shifted into that comforting cloud. He moved over her and acted as a blanket.

Warm and safe, she passed out.

 

It was a perverse routine that began. Kiiki would wake covered by a cloud and nothing else. Her Masuo had shifted into an anklet to get out of the way.

She eased herself out of the bed and walked to the lav, taking a shower and getting dressed before she ate the rations that Harken heated for her.

He shifted into his bipedal form while she was in the lav to save her modesty, and he gave her a quick once over before he allowed her on the energy throne again.

She powered up the failing batteries for twenty hours, with breaks for food and water, and when she was exhausted at sunset, Harken lifted her from the throne and put her in bed, shifting and covering her in a warm cloud.

By the time the ninth day rolled in, Kiiki was so exhausted that she hugged Harken around the neck when he came to lift her from the throne, and she sobbed like an infant.

“It’s over.” She sniffled against his shoulder. “I am so tired.”

“Yes, I imagine that you are. Well, you did it. You kept their power flowing for nine days. For nine days, you lit up the world. You can rest now. I will stay with you and guard your sleep.” Harken pressed a kiss to her head.

“Just don’t leave. I don’t want you to leave.” Her voice was a thread of sound, and she was asleep before they made it to her bed.

 

Arms held her tight when she woke. “Harken?”

His voice was low and his lips touched her ear. “I am here.”

“I thought you had to take gas form.”

“Only for an hour or so. The rest of the time, I held you. The Feliancourans have started coming to the surface. They locked us in.”

She jerked in surprise, and he laughed. “I will get us out, but I need you able to defend yourself if I turn to vapour.”

“I can and will. I just need breakfast and a shower.”

“I suppose I need to let you go.”

Kiiki blinked and enjoyed the warmth of his hands across her ribs and her hip for a moment. “I suppose so.”

His arms turned to mist, and she groaned and rolled out of bed. She blushed as she looked down and saw that her Masuo had retracted while she slept. If Harken had been in his walking form, she would have grabbed the sheets, but since he was swirling happily against her calves, she simply hiked into the bathroom for her morning shower.

Her hair was pale electric blue today. She had been losing pigment all week. Kiiki looked into eyes that were as pale as a raindrop and sighed. On Balen, her colouring had been becoming more vibrant, but nine days in rioting sunlight had bleached her.

She cued her Masuo back into an opaque bodysuit and walked into the main room. Her ration pack was hot and waiting next to her morning water supply. Harken was gathering the rest of their supplies.

When she had finished her protein, vegetable mix and bread, she folded away her kit with the rest of the supplies. The water was not enough, but if they were going to leave, she would have to wait.

Harken lifted a small device from his pack and pressed a button.

“What was that?”

“I sent a confinement signal to the Sector Guard. Whatever happens next, they know that we were locked up and kept from our ship. When they can, they will send a reply and it will arrive through your suit.”

“What do we do now?”

“You try and get them to let us out, and after one day, we leave, as per your contract.” Harken smiled.

“Where are my drawings?” She looked around, but they were nowhere to be seen.

“I packed them with the high-priority items. If we have to run, I want them with us and not left behind for the Feliancour. They do not deserve the plans.”

Kiiki sighed in relief and took a seat at the desk. “Good. Now, we just have to wait.”

“It will pass quickly. Rest your head on the desk, and I will wake you if anything happens.” He rubbed his hands on her shoulders, and she relaxed as he kneaded her muscles.

Her entire body was sore from the days in the chair, but his slow massage of her shoulders let her relax enough to nod off like a child in school, her hands folded on her desk waiting for home time.

 

“Specialist Waythorp?”

The hand touching her shoulder did not belong to Harken. Kiiki jumped back and away from the intruder.

Her skin crackled with power again, and she blinked frantically, looking for her companion.

The intruder remained in place. The woman’s dark suit was familiar.

“Where is Harken?”

“He is loading your shuttle. I was in the area, so I answered his restriction ping. My name is Starbreaker.” The woman smiled, and there was more than simply light in her eyes. She had a similar power signature to Olaris.

Kiiki noticed that she was hovering a few feet above the floor with the power snapping around her. She lowered herself and extended her hand. “Kiiki Waythorp, pleased to meet you. Thank you for coming.”

Starbreaker smiled and extended her hand, letting Kiiki’s power wash over her without any harm. “It was my pleasure. My husband was busy with our child, so I was able to sneak out on a meteorological intervention. It gives me the exercise I crave.”

Kiiki watched the blue-white energy crackle and wind up Starbreaker’s arm before dissipating near her bicep.

“Where is Harken, really?” There was no reason that he would leave her, unless there was something amiss.

Something clicked in Starbreaker’s expression. She nodded grimly. “He is clearing a path for us through the city to your shuttle. They gassed you to keep you out, and it has been three days since he sent the message that you were being held.”

“Should we get going?”

Starbreaker held up her hand and pressed a small button on her collar. Two clicks responded, and she smiled. “Yes, we are good to go. Flying is best.”

Kiiki wasn’t sure why flying would be best until they crossed the melted doorframe and worked their way through halls littered with groaning and gasping bodies.

“He left an instant before I woke you. He didn’t want you to see him on active duty but didn’t want to leave you until there was someone to keep an eye out for you.”

Starbreaker kept up chatter while they flew through the kilometre-wide swath of unconscious Feliancourans. They were all armed and that did wonders on retracting Kiiki’s sympathy for them.

“Do you know why they were holding me?” Her head spun and her flight wobbled a little.

“Generally, this sort of thing is driven by fear, but don’t worry, you were under contract to the Sector Guard, so they will be investigating. I have some theories, but I will have to do some detailed examination of their sun.”

“I was hoping someone would look at it. It is sick. The light is missing something, but I don’t know what.”

Starbreaker took her hand again, but this time, power rippled from the Guardsman into Kiiki. Light, pure and powerful light, came streaming into her, building up her flagging energy and lifting her spirits.

The Starlight was waiting for them, and a cloud of vapour seethed around it. As they bypassed the ground and entered through the door, Kiiki whispered, “Hi, Harken.”

Starbreaker took the helm, and when the roiling cloud had joined them in the Starlight, she sealed the doors and lifted off. “Time to get you back home, Specialist Waythorp.”












Chapter Ten
“Incomplete spectrum.” The doctor nodded and checked her results before nodding in confirmation. “You have basically been starved of the parts of the spectrum you needed to keep yourself healthy, Kiiki.”

Kiiki sighed, “That is what it feels like. How long will it take me to recover?”
Back on Balen, with Harken standing in the corner and scowling at her, she felt far better than she had on Feliancour. Starbreaker was leading a science team to investigate the sickness in their star, but Kiiki was done with them.

“I am ordering the Citadel to keep you at their base for no less than ten days. You are to soak in the light of Saru and do nothing else.” The doctor was serious.

“Can I go now?”

“Yes, but rest, good meals and lots of light. Your system is a shadow of itself.” Dr. Leaka waved her off, and she walked with Harken down the hall of the Balen Base.

“I suppose this is goodbye for a few weeks.” She tried to be chipper, but he had been with her for longer than any being on record. She was going to miss him.

“I will come by to visit in a few days. I am going to be taking a trip to Morganti, but I will be back once I have shown these designs to Fixer. Have the Citadel send a message to Morganti base if there is any trouble.” Harken’s face was serious, but he placed his hand on her arm, giving her a casual touch that sent her heart tripping in her chest.

Flustered, she stepped away from him and looked to the sun, pulling in enough power to propel her up and away. “Have a nice trip!”

She used every ounce of speed she had in her to send her back to the Citadel as fast as her power could carry her. Tabr was next to a new vehicle in the courtyard, and he looked concerned as she staggered into a standing position. “What did the doctor say?”

“Rest and light for ten days. Whose shuttle is that?”

“A visitor of Saru-Rolland’s. He is taking her on a tour. I believe she is his species.” Tabr’s face was still concerned. “Kiiki, you look so pale.”

“Hence the rest and the proper light. Something was wrong on Feliancour, and it drained me every day I was there.”

She walked into the Citadel outpost with a swing in her step to hide her limp. She had landed on the wrong foot and her body still ached.

With a tea tray in her arms, she wandered into the seating area, taking a seat next to the window. She smiled at the light of Saru, but when she felt it coming from her back as well, she turned and got to her feet. “Hello Saru-Rolland. How are you this afternoon?”

She inclined her head politely, and he grinned. The woman at his side shared more than just his colouring. She was obviously his sister.

The woman smiled and extended her lavender hand. “Hello, Kiiki Waythorp. I am Psyche if I am on assignment, but since I am visiting family, you can call me Roha.”

There was a look in Roha’s red eyes as she shook Kiiki’s hand, but Kiiki simply smiled and gestured to her table. “Would you care to join me? I was just having some tea.”

Rolland chuckled. “You were drinking in the light. Was your assignment so bad?”

Roha took a seat on one of the comfortable and well-stuffed chairs. “Tell us about it. Rolland doesn’t get to travel much. I think I would like some tea, Rolland.”

Rolland sighed at his sister’s obvious direction. “I will be back shortly.”

Roha laughed and leaned forward. “So, you are in love. Who with?”

Kiiki blinked rapidly. “What?”

“Your aura glows from your emotional centre. The love is new, but it is there.”

“Uh, that is kind of personal.”

Roha smacked her forehead. “Sorry. I forgot. I am one of the Sector Guard matchmakers. I am always on the lookout for solid matches. So, will you tell me who it is? Perhaps that handsome golden fellow outside?”

Kiiki scowled. “No. It isn’t Tabr. I think what you are sensing…I mean…I was just on assignment with Harken. He took care of me, we talked for two weeks and now I don’t feel right without him. He is off to Morganti for a few days, so I expect that whatever this is will wear off by the time he gets back.”

Roha snorted. “It doesn’t work that way. What species is your Harken?”

“He isn’t mine, but he’s a Nishan.”

Roha froze in mid-giggle. She cleared her throat and asked, “Has he chosen a handsome form?”

Kiiki wanted to lie, but she shook her head. “Not really, he is plain and unremarkable. It is only when we are talking that there is a light in his eyes.”

“Ouch. That’s rough.” Roha scowled. “Nishans are hard to figure out at the best of times, let alone where affairs of the heart are concerned.”

Rolland returned with a tray and set it on the table. An array of sweets greeted Roha’s delighted eyes and Kiiki watched with amusement as Roha dug in.

Rolland smiled apologetically. “Sorry for leaving you alone with her. My sister can have one specific train of thought when she isn’t concentrating on her own mate.”

Roha mumbled, “He is getting an orientation of Station 13 from Haunt, and she wanted me out of there. Something to do with goo-goo eyes.”

Rolland laughed. “It serves you right. You and Ruar are sickening when you get together.”

“Jealous.”

“Zenina and I can shake the planets and stars. Nothing to be jealous of.” He popped a sandwich into his mouth.

Kiiki quietly watched this peculiar exchange. If this was what siblings were like, she had really missed something. She cleared her throat. “I am guessing that your status as Avatars brings the term safe sex into a whole new purview.”

Roha choked lightly, and then, she howled with laughter while Rolland struggled to swallow while his cheeks darkened.

It was the first foray into a conversation that soon had Kiiki bright pink with her hands pressed to her face to cool her.

Once the siblings had let their sense of humour loose, she had listened to tales of intimate activities that had intrigued her at the same time that her face lit on fire.

She was delighted to see Shivak nearing her table. “Oh, dear. I forgot to brief Shivak. I am afraid that I will have to cut this visit short.”

Rolland leaned back in his chair and smirked. “Sure, run while you can. If you ever get Zenina started on this topic, you will get an earful of information you can’t un-hear.”

Shivak was startled to see her bustling up to him, but he took the hint when she said, “I am so sorry I forgot our debriefing appointment.”

“Of course. We have to get your assignments on record.” He gestured for her to come with him, and she followed him gratefully.

They were quiet, and he finally asked, “Rough conversation?”

“More than I am used to. Yes.”

“Did you have your check up in medical at the base?”

“I did. I am on strict leave to do nothing but soak up sun and rebalance my body.”

He nodded. “You have lost most of your pigment, but we will discuss this in my office.”

They discussed everything, from her work with Harken, his treatment of her while on assignment and his efforts to extricate her safely.

“Would you partner with him again?” Shivak had added a weight to the question.

“I would. We got along well enough, I suppose. I am not a good judge of interpersonal relationships.”

He blinked, “Why not?”

She explained about her ten years in the Dome, the suits that kept the physical talents from having sexual reflexes and contact and her visits with her parents. “I went into the Dome before I started any of the normal social rituals of my kind, and so, I have no idea what is going on from one moment to the next.”

Shivak smiled and patted her on the back of the hand. “None of us do when it comes to love, Kiiki. You just have to accept that there is someone out there for you and someone here knows all about it. You can’t get around it when talents surround you. There are empaths, telepaths, matchmakers, seers. All of them can see what you can’t.”

“It isn’t fair.” She pouted and flopped back in her chair.

“How is it not fair? They can’t call the light and turn it to power. They can’t soar on the winds and the electricity they generate. Their bodies can’t save millions by doing what you can do.” Shivak was earnest, his red features twisted with sincerity and his horns gleaming.

“Did you have anyone back on Dhema?”

His face blanked for a moment before he shook his head. “No, not once it was known that I was a talent. The Dhemans have tried to extinguish the lines of power. We tend to get a little more aggressive than the average citizen in battle and business. Talents on my world are politely asked to leave.”

“Ouch. Well, it’s nice to know I am not alone in being rejected by my own people.”

He chuckled. “That is how the Citadel was founded. A race locked up their talents, but when disaster struck, they had to ask the talents for help. The talents agreed, but they turned their prison into an icon of strength. They spread across the stars, finding those who needed training and help controlling their talents, and some, like you, who needed a place where they could use it freely.”

Kiiki thought of all that had happened in the last two months and smiled at the dispatcher. “I guess I am once again in the right place at the right time.”

He laughed. “Go rest or return to the dining hall and listen to Rolland and Roha tell dirty jokes. You have ten days to recover from your last assignment before you are available again. Have fun. Learn a language, watch some vids. That’s an order.”

She giggled and left his office with a heart vastly lighter than it had been when she returned from Feliancour. Steeling herself for a round of furious blushing, she returned to the dining area and joined Saru-Rolland and his sister for an afternoon of off-colour jokes and innuendo that she was shocked to understand.

An afternoon with friends was a great way to start her time off.










Chapter Eleven
Four days later, Kiiki had taken up jogging, weight lifting, learned Ikthian and watched nine vids on the Nishans. Roha had put her in touch with Reset and Mist on Teklan base, and she had been able to ask very pointed questions at a comfortable distance. Knowing he was Nishan made Kiiki far more comfortable with the Kozue appearance he wore. Resicor and the Kozue had a history, and it was bloody, to say the least.

With the information gleaned on interspecies relationships from Roha, Saru-Rolland, Balen-Zenina, Reset and Mist, Kiiki was confident that she could botch her own love life with a few basic moves. She hoped she wouldn’t ruin her chances to keep Harken as a partner, but she had steeled herself to make the first move.
When the shuttle landed across the valley at the base, she held her breath. Her suit did not give her any messages, so she sat in the courtyard, ostensibly absorbing more light.

She shifted in her chair when the tumble of mist crossed the valley toward the Citadel. He was on his way, and she was nervous.

“A kiss. A simple kiss, and we will know.” She said it once out loud and chanted it in her mind over and over.

The cloud roiled closer, and when it reached the edge of the courtyard, it tightened into a shifting column that moved to her and waited.

She could feel him inside that cloud, and she smiled, getting to her feet. “Hello, Harken. How was your trip?”

He formed his body first, and she grabbed at his shoulders, pressing tight and kissing him the moment he shaped his lips. She kept her eyes closed as she kissed him and welcomed the surge of warmth deep inside her. As his arms came around her and he returned her kiss, she sighed happily before backing away.

His face shocked her so much, she pushed at his shoulders, but he wasn’t letting her leave. Where basically formed features had been, finely chiselled lips smiled at her, bright blue eyes sparkled, black hair waved from his forehead and high cheekbones highlighted the almond-shaped tilt that his eyes now wore.

“What did you do?” She blinked and examined his ears. Even they had not escaped the change. Instead of barely formed cups, they were now elegantly pointed and held back the silk of his hair.

“I wanted to make myself more attractive for you, but I was unsure as to the features that would appeal. I sought the expert guidance at the Morganti base, and Hyder told me what I looked like when I was with you. From there, I only needed to craft my features and remember the template. It didn’t hurt, and I can resume my other face for assignments when I need to blend in.”

She stroked his face, the strong line of his jaw. “Why?”

“So that you would touch me like that. The fact that you kissed me before you knew of the changes confirms what I knew. You and I are meant to be more than partners on assignment.” The new Harken kissed her, and she felt her eyes cross as she tried to watch him coming toward her. Eventually, she closed her eyes and relaxed while his hands moved slowly over her spine.

A feminine throat cleared nearby.

Blushing, Kiiki pulled back and turned around, Harken’s arms still holding her. “Roha, this is Harken.”

Harken inclined his head. “I am Decaro Rono, Psyche. It is nice to meet you in person.”

Kiiki blinked and looked up at him over her shoulder. “Your name is Decaro?”

“It is. Harken is my call sign, as Psyche is Roha’s.”

“Well, I have just come out to confirm your match, but it seems that you took matters into your own hands. Well done, Kiiki.” Roha winked and sashayed over to her shuttle, removing a skimmer that she used to transport herself toward the Guard base.

As the matchmaker disappeared, Kiiki turned slowly back to face Decaro. “So, were you going to tell me your name before I kissed you?”

He pulled her tightly against him and whispered against her hair. “When the time was right.”

She smiled and enjoyed the feel of him—warmth, strength, and infinite capability to change shape. “Would you like to go in for tea?”

He chuckled. “I would rather see your quarters. From what I recall, the physician decided that you needed full sun exposure here on Balen for ten days. Your hair has regained some colour, but your eyes are far too pale. I think you need some rest, and I have been assigned to you on a permanent basis. The state of your body is now my primary concern.”

Her eyes widened. “Did someone give you a bit of a pep talk while you were on Morganti?”

He chuckled and increased his grip, lifting her off her feet. He shifted her until he was carrying her in his arms, but his smooth gait confused her until she looked and saw that from the waist down he was nothing but mist.

The few folk that were around laughed at the image they presented, him carrying her up and up and up until they were at her room and passing through the door.

“I was afraid it would offend Shivak to have me on the upper floor, but he took it in stride when he learned the nature of my talent.”

He closed the door and set her on her feet, immediately pressing kisses to her neck that had two effects. One, her body shivered and her skin ached for more of his touch, but the second effect was that her Masuo disappeared into an anklet and left her exposed to his lips.

He whispered against her skin as he kissed and touched all of her in turn. “Nishans don’t have the same drive that other species have. We mate by combining our forms with that of our partner, creating a little puff that floats and grows on its own. For one of mine to meet with one of yours, there are sacrifices to be made—one of those is remaining solid.”

As he spoke, his hands changed from solid to a column of gas that stroked her more effectively than fingers ever could.

Kiiki lost her train of thought, held onto him for dear life, and when he met her body with his own, she was more than ready to try a little bit of bonding with her partner. Power sparked from her skin and went through him and around him, creating the effect of a violent lightning storm. It was surreal with the sun blazing above them, but as she reached a plateau of arousal and fell into release, the energy flared wildly for a moment before settling into a low, humming pulse through her body and his shifting form.

Kiiki shivered as the blanket of cloud settled over her, between her thighs and under her arms, sheathing her in her partner in a way she had never imagined was possible.

She yawned and enjoyed the bright light of Saru that was still falling on every inch of her body through Decaro’s form.

“Well, I think that settles it for me. I don’t want another partner. I want Harken with me on assignment and Decaro with me here.” She bit her lip and mused out loud. “So, do we date or something? I haven’t actually done this before.”

He swirled and shifted until arms wrapped around her and a naked body was pressed against her back. “Didn’t I mention it? I have been allowed lodgings in the Citadel as long as each assignment results in a complete debriefing at the base. As long as I check in, I can live where I like.”

She sighed happily. “That’s nice.”

He chuckled. “Rest now, there will be time to plan our next move when you have recovered.”

“From Feliancour or from you?”

He chuckled and pressed kisses along her shoulder and up her neck. “Both. Now, go to sleep.”

He was senior to her in the matter of the assignments, so she slept. Why not give in to him just this once?

 



   

 

Two days later, Starbreaker arrived to give them insight as to the problem of Feliancour. They met her at the base in Olaris’s office, and everyone got the details together.

“Millennia ago, they harvested the gasses of the sun for power and that caused the instability. The sun compensated for the removal as nature does, it made do with what it had. After a while, the flares began as the rotation wobbled out of control. Every three hundred years, the sun wobbled as it tried to balance itself, but in the meantime, they were still harvesting gasses for power.”
Kiiki nodded. “That explains the lack of whole light, but why did they try to grab me?”

Starbreaker looked surprised, “From what they told us when they were interrogated, they wanted you as an unlimited power source. If you could take over for a few weeks, they could institute some of the more advanced power systems that they have designed. They don’t have a chance to turn the new systems without damaging the old feeds, according to them.”

“Stupid. That light would have killed me in a week or two. I am fairly certain of it.”

“They didn’t know that. They just knew you were a solar-to-electric power source. They didn’t really think of you as having feelings.”

Kiiki snorted. “That figures. Well, I am glad I am out of there. Is there anything to be done for their sun?”

“Not unless they stop harvesting it.” Starbreaker shook her head. “They are their own worst enemies.”

They sat around and discussed the Feliancourans for a few hours, involving Relay of Morganti Base, Guardian of Udell Base, Haunt of Station 13, and Might of Teklan Base.

Folk killing their own sun was an uncommon thing for a race to do, so it required some of the greatest minds in the Alliance.

Kiiki leaned against Harken, and he wrapped an arm around her, pulling her against him slowly. When she was settled against his chest, she watched, with tired eyes, the decisions, conversations and new information that Relay pulled from the data stream to interject into the conversation.

A whisper in her ear asked, “What are you thinking about?”

She turned her head and whispered back, “I hope that I can get this kind of cooperation when it comes time to enter Resicor. It isn’t going to be a one-woman event, but there has to be a reason for this shift in public policy. Hundreds of years ago, the physical talents could mix at will. No one thought anything of it.”

“When the time is here, we will know it. Be ready and try to glean what information you can from neutral sources. When you have a theory, we will act. Don’t doubt it. It is your Citadel’s primary function, to rescue abused talents.”

“And I am going to hold them to their credo when the time comes. I want my people free, and I am not the only one. There is a growing list of folk who want to help their sisters, brothers, aunts, uncles and grandmothers to be free once again. We will have them free, and it will be within my lifetime.”

Harken squeezed her arms in agreement and left her leaning silently against him as she pondered the ways she could use to get information on Resicor and the Kozue as a starting place. Her free time at the Citadel was going to be full of research, but they wanted her to have a hobby, they just hadn’t been specific. Freeing her people was a helluva hobby, and Decaro had just volunteered to help her on her path to knowledge. It was good to be a couple who shared their free time—whether tangling their bodies or gathering data or designing ships, they shared enough points of interest that the next few months were going to be downright educational.







 

 

 

Author’s Note 

 

Well, I pulled in all the bases for this one. There is some Morganti, some Station 13, a dash of Udell and a hint of Teklan.

Writing a sex scene for a cloistered virgin and a ball of mist was tricky, so I improvised. They both made the first move. It was a mutual attack. She tried to kiss him as he was, and he enhanced his appearance to make himself more attractive to her.
They met in the middle. Not a bad place to be.
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