
        
            
                
            
        

    Control over the elements is dull until a man walks onto her world and makes her senses burn.
 
 
Vexaniali has spent her life in solitude, finding ways to entertain herself on an empty world that has become her prison. She was ordered to keep anyone from landing, but it was just a make-work job to keep her out of the way.
Burn arrives and offers her a chance to use her skills on a variety of worlds under the aegis of the Citadel Arcani.
Moving a cure around a world using her mastery of air is time consuming and tiring but not difficult. It is a good start, and when Burn offers himself to top up her flagging energies, how could she refuse?
 
 
 



The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.
 
Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage the electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.
 
This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
 
Sudden Storm
Copyright © 2013 Viola Grace
ISBN: 978-1-77111-520-9
Cover art by Martine Jardin
 
All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, is forbidden without the written permission of the publisher.
 
Published by eXtasy Books
Look for us online at:
www.eXtasybooks.com
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Sudden Storm
Tales of the Citadel 21
 
 
By
 
 
Viola Grace
 
 



 
 
 
Chapter One
 
 
The desert world of Ki was the last place Burn thought to find a lost Ichadra goddess, but the tracking was as accurate as one-thousand-year-old records by a dead race could be. If the Elemental was here, he was going to find her.
The sand was eerily quiet. No sound, no touch of wind broke the harsh beating of the sunlight on his skin. It was a good thing that he was affiliated with fire, or he would be dead by now.
He kept his skimmer humming along the surface of the sand and looked for the sign of the temple.
The Ichadrans must have been mad to design their own goddesses. Their actions got worse when they sold one of those goddesses to the Ki and the Ichadra disappeared off the surface of their world generations after.
If it were not for the surviving goddess, the Destroyer, they never would have thought to look for the other two custom clones that had carried the power of an entire planet in their cells.
Burn’s assignment was to search this inhospitable surface and find traces of the woman who had been purchased to watch over Ki. It was not the most achievable mission that he had been sent on in his three years with the Arcani Citadel, but he was going to give it his all.
He paused and ran the scanners again. He was at the right coordinates based on the original maps, and if there was any power beneath the sands, he should be able to detect it.
Burn fiddled with the monitors for a few seconds before he felt something. The air was starting to move.
“Damn.” Something was awake on Ki, and it was starting a row of dust devils on the sand dune half a kilometre away.
He inhaled and concentrated, looking for body heat. Heat was his thing, and body heat was impossible to hide unless you had a talent to do it. There.
He fixated on the point where he felt the body heat and sent the skimmer toward it. He was racing the cyclones of sand that were coming down on him, and time was a factor.
A small piece of stone was projecting out of the sand and he leapt from the skimmer, sealed it against the sand and started digging the doorway out of its sliding protection. When he saw the glyphs on the door, he remembered what he had been told and simply knocked on the door. A moment later, he was inside the tunnel with the wind whirling outside screaming to get in.
The muffled sound made him glad that he was within the tunnels. He could feel the heat of the storm coming off the walls, and without another moment’s hesitation, he walked further into the darkness.
He lit a ball of fire in his palm and held it in front of him to light his way. The tunnels twisted and turned underground, but he eventually found his way to a strange chamber.
To his surprise, a woman was sitting on the edge of a fountain, idly trailing her fingers in the water. She looked up in surprise as he entered. Her brow furrowed in confusion.
“Hello, miss.”
“Greetings, visitor.” She continued trailing one hand in the water. Her blonde hair gleamed in the light, it cascading down over the shoulders of her bodysuit, giving an air of innocence to her features.
When Burn met her gaze, it was obvious that she was far older than she looked. Her eyes showed every one of her seventeen hundred years.
“Elemental, I have come to you with an offer to leave this place if you wish it.”
She rose to her feet and glided toward him with an unsettling grace. “What? You wish me to make another planet uninhabitable?”
He shook his head, catching hints of her scent as she walked around him with that peculiar stride. “I wish you to leave this place and find another use for your talents.”
“What of those who hired me?”
“They have released you from your contract. They released you nine hundred years ago, but the communications systems on Ki were dead by then.”
He slowly removed a document and extended it to her. “Here is the release.”
She took it from him and lifted it to the light, examining it closely. She ran her fingers along the document. “It has the feel of age.”
“It is nine centuries old. There was no way to deliver the news that you were free of obligation without landing here, and your orders were to keep Ki free of living creatures, so no message could reach you. It was quite the tangle.”
She smiled absently as she read the document. “Well, this is in order. Where do they want to send me?”
He slowly withdrew another document. “They are giving you your freedom. It is now up to you to decide what to do with it.”
Her hand trembled as she discarded the first document and took the one he offered. “Freedom?”
He noted the ache in his chest as her face ran through a myriad of expressions. He was feeling sympathy for this woman even though she had tried to kill him when he was topside. She was a designed being with enough power to kill a planet, but he still wanted to sooth the lost little girl that freedom had created in her.
Burn straightened. “You are free to do as you choose, but I am offering you a life where you can pursue education, be with others who have powers that can rock the world they stand on and help those in need.”
She looked at him, the document held carefully in her hands. “Are you telling the truth?”
“Of course.”
“I can have a free life with the ability to help others?”
He nodded. “Yes.”
She leaned forward, looked around and whispered, “Can I travel?”
He blinked in shock. “Of course. Citadel Arcani has a working agreement with the Sector Guard. We go where they need us to go and help those who have asked for help.”
She backed up slightly. “How much do they have to pay for this help?”
“Only what they choose to. A world in need has to recover its infrastructure before it can offer anything to the Alliance, so they wait. The many fund the aid to the few. If they need to move a city or dig a new river, the established worlds pay the holding company for the Sector Guard. Those funds pay for the Citadel students who assist the Guard.”
“All of it?”
“No, the Sector Guard also has talents who design and create new engines, shuttles and tech to make the worlds out there a better place or, at least, a more convenient one. The funds earned from those designs and equipment are funnelled back into the Guard and used to support the bases and their personnel.”
He blinked at her considering look, and he felt the air around him stir as she began to pace, muttering to herself.
He stood and held still as the wind ruffled his hair and stroked his cheeks. She was agitated, and he watched her pace back and forth.
She raised her hands and gestured, each shake of her hands caused a gust of wind. Finally, she turned and faced him. “I will do it. I will come with you.”
He inclined his head. “Then, we shall leave immediately. Bring anything you wish to take with you. Ki will be closed to you after this.”
She paused and nodded. The Elemental clutched the documents to her and scurried out of the room with the fountain. She returned with a duffel clutched in one hand, and she stood in front of him. “I am ready to leave now.”
The words rang with finality, and as she took long strides to the hall he had entered through, the water ceased to flow and the air stopped moving.
Burn followed the woman with the strangely hypnotic walk out the door and once more into the light.
 
 



 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
The Elemental looked at the side of the skimmer, and she winced. “I apologise for the damage.”
Burn grinned at her. “I was expecting it. There are myths and legends about you, Elemental. It was only recently that one of your kind remembered your existence, so we came in search of you the moment we had confirmation.”
She cocked her head in surprise. “One of my kind?”
Burn smiled. “I will show you in the shuttle. The Destroyer was dug out, and she is now free.”
The woman sat back with a thud. “They finished her then.”
Burn nodded. “Yes, they did. They used her for generations before Ichadra suffered a cataclysm that has yet to be determined.”
The Elemental’s hands curled into fists as he reached the pickup zone. “She destroyed them?”
Burn could feel the heat in the skimmer. The air waved around them. “No. No, she didn’t kill them. They put her into sleep between assignments, and she was dormant when whatever happened, happened. She has no memory of the destruction of the Ichadra, and they blocked her mind before they put her into sleeper duty. Whatever happened, she didn’t do it.”
The Elemental breathed a sigh, and she relaxed. The heat in the air dissipated.
Burn blinked at the sudden change and made a note to be very careful with what information he gave to the Elemental. She seemed a little on edge, and he really didn’t need to be in a confined space with her when she called wind or water.
He struck the beacon, and the shuttle dropped from the sky. “Inside, you will meet our pilot, Recon. She was the one who advised me on how to gain access to your home based on ancient drawings and the Ichadra doorway that hid the Destroyer. I am Burn, by the way. Do you have a name?”
She paused, licked her lips. “I think it was Vexaniali Webko. One letter for the names of all participants in my generation.”
 
* * * *
 
Vexa smiled brightly as she said her own name for the first time in over a thousand years. It felt right to own it. Being the Elemental, or the Sudden Storm, had its prestige, but she had a name, and it was hers alone.
“It’s a lovely name.”
She looked at her companion, the deep brown of his hair faded to a burned crimson on the edges. Tattoos swirled across his rich brown skin, each mark different from the one on the other side of his face. He had the feeling of fire around him, and it made her very comfortable.
Freedom. It had been a flickering of an idea in her mind to just walk out of the cavern and move across the surface of Ki. She had gone for walks days at a time, but with no one on the world to speak to, seeing nothing but sand and rock was depressing.
“Where did the water of Ki go?”
She blinked as Burn pulled her out of her thoughts. “Oh, I ran the water through a carbon layer and rerouted it to just below the surface. I avoided putting the water out where condensation would create weather patterns. It is hard enough to scrub life away when it lands, but I hate destroying it when it grows, though I have left a few oxygen providing areas.”
They walked into the shuttle, and he showed her the seat set aside for her. The woman at the helm smiled and inclined her head. “Welcome, Elemental.”
Burn settled in the navigator position and corrected his companion. “Her name is Vexaniali.”
She smiled briefly, “Call me Vexa.”
The sensation of parting from Ki was a little disconcerting. She and the world had been together so long that it felt strange to separate, even though it needed to resume its life cycle, and so did she. If there was any chance for her to have a life, the time was now. From what she had learned from the Ichadra, when fate smacked you in the face, you had better pay attention.
“Where are we going?”
“Citadel Arcani. You will need to complete your agreement of enrolment before you can go out on missions though.” Burn turned around and smiled at her.
She blinked at the sharp teeth and the feral look that the facial markings gave him. “Where is the document?”
He blinked and brought it up on a data pad, twisting in his seat to hand it to her.
She examined the document carefully, noting the charges that she would accrue for room, board and clothing. She would also be charged for classes that she took but earn funds for classes she taught. The bonuses would be submitted when she went on assignments and an account would be maintained for her personal needs from the moment she signed on to join the Citadel.
With her mind already made up, she signed using her finger and a thumbprint. Seconds later, she was a new member of the Arcani Citadel.
Vexa sat back and used the data pad to catch up on a thousand years of news for the planet Ki before she turned her investigation to Ichadra.
Nothing. There was nothing to give a clue as to the destruction of the people who had crafted her. One moment, they were there, and just over nine hundred years ago, they disappeared.
Vexa tapped the data pad and looked into the Sector Guard. She had to admit that she liked what she was reading. Dozens of worlds had benefited from their dedication to assisting those in need.
Her languages were a little out of date, but she managed to make it through most of the official reports with minor confusion. She cocked her head as she scrolled through page after page, watching for any signs of her sister of blood until she finally saw the mention of the Destroyer.
The ability of the other Ichadran clone was described in the most general detail, but her whereabouts were not mentioned. Vexa pressed her lips together and sought out her other sister, the Rain.
There was no mention of her anywhere in the records. She was not sure if that was a deliberate omission or a strategic one.
The shuttle jerked, and Vexa inhaled sharply as she felt the peculiar sensation of being in two places at the same time.
Burn looked back at her and winced in apology. “I am sorry. That was a jump. Are you all right?”
She narrowed her eyes at him. “Warn me if it will happen again. I am not accustomed to being torn and then folded in half.”
“Was it painful?”
She analyzed her feelings. “No. Uncomfortable, as if I was looking at the back of my own head.”
His features moved into a considering expression. “I see. But it was not painful?”
“No.”
Burn smiled. “Good. We have two more to go before we reach Arcani.”
Vexa dragged in a slow breath. “Fine. Just warn me, please, or things will be getting a little uncomfortable in here.”
She was having difficulty not calling the elements to protect her, her heartbeat pounded far more rapidly than she let on. Shocks were not good in a confined space. She could feel the air moving around her in a sluggish motion, and she tried to stop herself from calling water. She only had to touch one element to call another, and the only thing in contact with her on a spacecraft was air. Water, earth and fire were hers to call and that would be a very bad thing in the enclosed area.
The com unit chimed as she was reading another entry about the history of the Citadel.
Recon answered it. “Recon here, what can I do for you, Relay?”
“We have need of the newest Citadel recruit. There is a situation on Neehash that I believe she is perfectly suited for.”
“Send me the specs, and I will have Burn go over them with her. What are we walking into?
“You will not be walking anywhere. There is a plague situation and a cure has been created, but it needs to be spread around the world. I believe that the new recruit can assist in an efficient manner. Head to Neehash. There is an orbital station waiting to give you final details and run through scenarios.”
Recon acknowledged the message, and Burn turned again to ask, “Do you mind getting right to work?”
Vexa shrugged. “I would rather start on a full account.”
Burn grinned. “Then, we shall go to Neehash.”
 
 



 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
The orbital station was only one jump away, and this time, Recon gave Vexa warning.
Vexa looked at the station and tried not to think about the lack of environment and what kind of damage she could do.
Burn watched the docking procedure and kept in touch with the station as Recon linked them to the metal of the huge structure.
Vexa felt the seals lock them in place, and she looked through the front viewer to see the interior of the massive structure that was the shuttle bay.
Burn unlatched himself from the harness and extended his hand. “They are waiting for you.”
Vexa nodded and removed the harness, standing with only a slight wobble to her legs. “Then, we had better not keep them waiting.”
Without a world to feed her, her knees were weak. In only the few hours since they had left Ki, she had grown hungry for the second time in her life. The first time she had landed on Ki, she ravaged the area around the base that had been created for her by Ichadra specifications. It had gone from green to desert in hours as she took in water, soil and heat from everything around her until nothing but barren dirt and sand had remained. A blast of wind had swept the area clean after she finished her personal restoration. After that she had gotten to work at defending the surface.
The air of the orbital station had two things in it that she could pick out. The first thing was the medical tang that was unmistakable in labs. The second was green loam and growing forest. Her body ached with hunger in seconds.
“What is it, Vexaniali?” Burn was at her side with a concerned expression on his face.
He looked as if he would reach out to touch her, and she raised her hands to fend him off. “No. Don’t touch me. I am hungry, and I am afraid of what contact will do.”
He blinked rapidly. “I don’t remember seeing any rations down in your cavern. What have you been eating?”
“I have been consuming Ki. Heat, water and earth are what I consume.”
He nodded and looked around. “Right. Of course. It explains quite a bit. Come with me.”
She followed Burn down a hall and paused at a safe distance as he spoke with one of the crewmen in military uniforms. They looked at each other and used coms on their shoulders to ask a question. When the answer came through, they nodded with relief.
Burn turned and gestured for her to follow. She was amused by the diffidence that the guards treated him with and even more amused when they stopped outside a lab door.
Burn beckoned for her to follow him into the lab. “It is proofed against fire.”
She entered, and the guards closed the heavy door behind her.
Vexa stood in the centre of the room lined with metal. “What now?”
Burn walked toward her, and the marks on his face started to glow. Light poured out of him, and with the light came waves of heat.
Vexa sighed and closed her eyes as the heat poured into her, satisfying her hunger with the energy he was putting out. “Thank you. I was afraid of what came next.”
She opened her eyes, and he was standing right in front of her. Fire was still coming off his body, but she could stand in the heart of a volcano and not be touched.
At this close range, she could see the glow of more tattoos or bands on his skin. His bodysuit gave off a slight scent of being overheated, but it didn’t melt as flames licked him, blue white in the light of the fire lab.
There was a strain on his face. “Do you have what you need?”
“I do.”
“Then, please stop eating me.”
His words were plaintive, and she stepped back with sudden realization that he was so hot because she was pulling it out of him.
She cut down her consumption and continued backing away. His temperature gradually cooled, and he sighed in relief.
“Sorry.” She blushed and ran her hand through her hair.
“Don’t apologise. I haven’t every tried to burn that hot before. It is nice to know that I can survive it. Now, if you are content, we can proceed to the briefing.”
Vexa laughed. “I think I should offer you dinner or something. You look a little pale.”
He smiled and offered her his hand. She stepped back toward him and touched him. There was a spark, but her body didn’t hum with hunger, so they were able to make their way out of the lab and into the heart of the station. The guards still eyed her warily, but since Burn was content to stay next to her, their fear didn’t bother her like it would have on Ichadra.
The briefing room was huge with a large globe rotating as a hologram in the centre of it.
Vexa asked, “Neehash?”
Burn nodded. “Yes. Dr. Argee and Dr. Heshla will tell you what you need to know. I am going to get myself a snack.”
She winced as she realized that she had depleted his energy to a dangerous level.
The two doctors in question came around the hologram and inclined their heads. The Dhemon female had scarlet skin, dark hair and an easy smile under the petite horns. “Good day, Vexaniali Webko.”
“Good day.” She inclined her head.
The male was an Enjel. He had dark skin and midnight hair, but his wings were snowy white. “I am Dr. Heshla, this is my wife, Dr. Argee. You have met our son, I see.”
Vexa looked toward the doorway where Burn had disappeared. “Burn is your son?”
Dr. Argee smiled. “I know. No wings, no horns. We were trying to end the animosity between our peoples by showing that we could interbreed, but we had to engage in some alteration to his genetics to bring him to term.”
Vexa looked from one to the other. “Gene silencing?”
Dr. Heshla looked surprised. “You are aware of it?”
“I was given a fairly extensive explanation of how I came to exist. I did my own research after I was dropped on Ki. The computers actually ran for the first five hundred years.”
She smiled at the shock on their faces. “Did you assume that I was kept in a coma when I wasn’t working as an Elemental?”
Dr. Argee winced. “Well, from what we heard of the Destroyer, we assumed that you were the same.”
Vexa shook her head. “No. I was not as dangerous as the Destroyer was. It was noted that I need to consume, but as long as I keep my feet on the ground, I can maintain myself properly.”
Dr. Heshla widened his eyes. “So, our son took you to the lab because…”
“I was hungry, and I can eat heat as well as water or earth. He fed me, but I think I continued a little too long. He was looking peaked when he left.” She twisted her lips and walked forward to see the rotating globe. At closer examination, there were spots of light and a corresponding spreading of darkness.
“What is this?”
Dr. Argee moved to stand beside her.
Vexa tried not to calculate the solid mass, the water and the heat in her body.
“This is a generated recording of the disease packets that are spreading across Neehash. We have crafted a cure and an inoculation for those not infected, but it has to be administered quickly. Death is taking the population quickly, but we have no way to act globally. We just don’t have enough people.”
Dr. Heshla spoke. “When Burnoriel told us he was being sent after the Elemental, we did research on you. You have the ability to move the very air of an entire world and that is precisely what we need to administer this treatment.”
“You have it in gaseous form?”
“Over a thousand canisters that we can launch the moment you are ready.”
Vexa looked at the blotches of darkness that were spreading across the surface. “When can I get to the surface?”
Dr. Argee frowned. “Can’t you do it from here?”
“No.”
Dr. Heshla shook his head. “It isn’t safe. There is a plague raging, and you might not have immunity.”
She waved her hand at the darkness spreading across that globe in steady increments. “My life for millions. I am willing to take the risk.”
Dr. Argee shook her head. “No. You can’t. It’s too risky. Can’t you do it from low orbit?”
Vexa turned to her. “I cannot move the air unless I can touch another element. It was how my people kept me tied to the world I was on. I can only work with an element when I draw energy from the other. For this kind of movement, I have to be in a place that I can destroy. Preferably rocks or a mountain.”
Heshla asked, “Do you have to destroy it?”
“No, but it is best to be prepared. I might get hungry.” She smiled brightly, and they looked at each other with hope and horror in equal measure. “Get me down to that world, please. We are wasting time.”
 
 



 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
Being in a launch pod was not pleasant. She descended rapidly, and the snug cocoon wrapped around her slowed until it landed with a soft thump.
Vexa blew the pod and got out, smiling at the empty plateau that was her landing site.
She stretched and the rock beneath her disappeared in a wave, giving her the strength for what came next. Vexa heard a beep from the wristband they had slapped on her before she had climbed into the pod.
She looked up and watched as the canisters fell from the sky, across the horizon and beyond.
There was one nearby, and as it hissed and jetted its contents into the air, she concentrated on moving that air.
Her mind linked to the planet’s surface, and she felt the caress of the medicine-laden air. She moved the air of the entire world and spread the cure to every nook and cranny in hours.
Vexa continued to swirl the cure around Neehash until a chirp came from her wrist once again. “Now for the hard part.”
She reset the weather patterns to what they were when she landed. It took her the same amount of time as disseminating the cure, but as she slumped to her knees and exhaled softly, she enjoyed the feeling of a job well done. She took the band and squeezed it, triggering the call for a pickup.
If she was able to sweat, she was quite sure that she would have been drenched in it, but her body didn’t part with water or body heat or its mass. Her body didn’t even like to breathe, but she convinced it it was necessary to blend in with people around her.
The chirp surprised her. It showed her that her pickup had been in low orbit the entire time.
Vexa stumbled to her feet, and when the shuttle dropped and opened its door, she walked into it and followed the protocol they had drummed into her. A baggie of sorts was ready for her, and she stepped into it, sealing it and stumbling inside. She crouched on the floor while Burn took them off Neehash and back to the orbital station.
Once in the station, she was going to be boxed in a sealed decontamination unit until they were sure that she was clear. After that, she was free to move about the ship and resume her journey to Arcani.
Vexa had stored up enough energy and food on Neehash to last her a few days. Burn was going to be perfectly safe from her unnatural urges.
She wasn’t fond of the baggie, and she was less fond of the decontamination chamber. She was sprayed with chemicals that she didn’t like, and the air came in in bursts. It wasn’t enough. The moment she was pronounced safe, she took the air moving in the chamber, focussed it and blasted one wall to nothing.
The medics around her stood back, and she stepped out, careful not to touch anyone. She called out, “Burn!”
He popped around the corner with a grin. “You called?”
“Are we good to go?”
“You are clear, and the new outbreaks have halted, while others are recovering. You did a helluva job.”
“Good. I am not a science project, and I don’t like being confined.” She mentally muttered, not anymore.
“Then, allow me to escort you home.” Burn winked.
He offered his arm, and she took it, weary beyond belief. She hadn’t moved that much air in a very long time. It had been a game when she first landed on Ki to move the air and try to bring pollen back to her after it did a circuit around the globe. She had been exhausted then too but had no one to lean on.
“You are very brave to offer me your arm.”
“I am sure you are both full and too tired to try anything. My virtue is safe.” Burn grinned.
She followed him through the halls of the station until they were once again on a shuttle with Recon at the helm. Vexa dozed off once she was strapped in and didn’t even feel the first jump toward Arcani.
When she woke up, they were already there.
 
She stretched in her harness and felt the unmistakable tug of gravity on her limbs. Recon was occupied with the command console, but Burn was sitting across from her.
“Good morning. We are in time for the noon meal, so we can grab lunch, meet the director and take a tour of your quarters. How does that sound?”
She unbuckled her harness and got to her feet. “You had me at lunch.”
Vexa followed Burn out of the shuttle and into the light of Arcani. The gravity was slightly different than that of Ki, but it wasn’t uncomfortable.
A figure walked toward them, robes swirling in the slight breeze. “Burn, I see you found the prize.”
Vexa raised her eyebrows and waited for Burn’s response.
“Vexa, this is Turan, director of the Arcani Citadel. Turan, this is Vexa, the Sudden Storm.”
Vexa inclined her head, but she felt a sudden pressure on her mind. Out of reflex, she lashed out at the source and sent Turan flipping end over end with a sharp gust of wind.
Burn stifled a laugh. “He tried to read you?”
“He did. I felt a pressure and followed it to its source. Apparently, it was him.” She shrugged. “You mentioned lunch?”
His shoulders were shaking as they approached the flattened form of Turan.
He grimaced as he fought his way upright once again. “I apologise.”
She paused on her way and helped him up. “I accept your apology. I am pleased to meet you, Turan.”
He smiled and gestured for her to precede him.
Burn waited, and they moved under the welcoming archway together.
Vexa took in the bustling activity, the figures in robes and the large spire that reached to the sky. So, this is a Citadel. It certainly looked the part, but it had the feel of an educational centre rather than a bastion of defence. The air of Arcani was far more humid than what she was used to, and the people were friendly but far too close.
Turan explained, “We have arranged quarters for you off the main buildings. There are uniforms and some light casual clothes waiting if you would like a change.”
Vexa looked down at her suit. “This was designed for me. It does not degrade or suffer under high winds. Do the suits you provided?”
Turan smiled brightly. “They will protect your skin under all circumstances. The suits have been designed by one of the most powerful talents of our time.”
She blinked. “Interesting. I look forward to trying them out.”
Burn chuckled, “First, let’s get some food in you. I am not eager to see you get hungry again.”
Vexa admired the marks on his skin as he settled her at a table with Turan. She asked the director, “What does Burn do here?”
The director smiled eagerly at her interest. “He teaches classes on self-control in matters of radiological emissions. We have many types of classes and courses here if you are interested.”
Vexa felt a slight smile cross her lips. “I will look and see. I am still trying to keep my calm with all these people about.”
“Is it difficult for you?”
“I have spent close to seventeen hundred years alone. Guess.”
He blushed.
She sighed, “So, what will I do for the Citadel Arcani?”
“We would like you to go out on missions like the one you were just on and do what you can to move the elements around to save lives. What do you need from us?”
Burn returned with a tray covered with small plates, and he deposited them on the table before he left again to get more.
“I need a place to live, some high concentration of elements to feed on when I get hungry, a terminal so I can learn about the modern world and my place in it. What I would like is an active purpose on a daily basis. A means to mark my time, and if it is possible, I would love to meet the Destroyer. She was just on the drawing board when I was moved to Ki as far as I know.”
Burn returned and sat down as he distributed his second load of small plates. “Seriously? There were actual schematics involved?”
“The Rain and I were asked to put in our comments on what we would like our lives and bodies to be like. We asked for the ability to sleep when we were not active. Even at rest, our minds do not turn off. We register everything around us, and we live for a very, very long time.” She rubbed her forehead. “It can be a little overwhelming at times to see and register everything, no matter how small.”
Burn started reaching for tidbits from the plates. “I can imagine.”
Shrugging, Vexa followed his example and made her selections based on size, colour and smell. One by one, she tasted her picks and smiled happily when she had a success and frowned deeply when there was a failure to deliver what the scent promised.
Turan looked very nervous when he happened to lock gazes with her, but he kept his mouth shut until they finished their lunch and dining room staff had removed the plates. “How long do you think you will live?”
Burn spluttered as he drank his tea. Apparently, the question surprised him.
Vexa shrugged. “I will live until I don’t. There is nothing more to it. If I have food, water, air and heat, I will probably be able to regenerate my body infinitely. If I don’t, I could be dead next week.”
Turan nodded and turned to her companion. “Burn, can you show her to the promontory? We have built a small home there for her that will allow her privacy and proximity to the Citadel.”
Burn nodded. “Of course.”
“Try not to offend her.”
Vexa started laughing and didn’t stop for several minutes. When she finished, Turan was gone and Burn was watching her with his chin propped on his fist. “Are you finished?”
She shrugged and wiped her eyes. “I think so. Offending me is the least of your worries. I agreed to come here, the problem now will be getting rid of me.”
He grinned. “Once you agree to stay, you lock in, right?”
She nodded. “Something like that. I wasn’t emotionally attached to Ki because there was nothing there. It was home, but it was simply shelter until the Ichadra reassigned me. They disappeared and I was left.”
“Well, then, should we see your quarters?”
Vexa got to her feet. “Please. It will be interesting to be where I can see light.”
He extended his hand, and she placed her fingers in his. “I have been admiring the lines of your markings. They are heat sinks, aren’t then?”
He chuckled. “You are very bright. Yes they are. They keep my heat on the surface and reduce the stress to my system.”
They chatted softly as they walked through the Citadel, up a path on a hill and to a small cottage parked on the hilltop. Burn smiled at her and waved for her to precede him.
She opened the door, and he said, “Welcome home.”
 
 



 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
The clothing that had been provided was nice for casual wear, but it was the armoured bodysuits that attracted Vexa. She wore a new suit out of her collection every day for four days until Turan called her and asked her to go on assignment.
Vexa was seated in his office and reading the specs of the world he was sending her to. “Why do you need me?”
“The people have moved to avoid flooding, and they simply have nowhere else to go. They need a dam that will not break. Can you leave immediately? There are two jumps and six hours involved.” Turan blinked and smiled. “Can you leave now?”
She nodded. “Of course. Who is my pilot?”
“Novice Storic. Burn and Recon are busy elsewhere.” He nodded in dismissal.
Vexa paused. “Burn won’t be with me?”
“No. He is teaching today.”
She was unsure. She really needed him as a safety measure. “Can I wait until he is finished?”
Turan scowled, his pale features and dark brown eyes were confused. “No. You are needed immediately, he is not. Go.”
Vexa bristled at his attitude, but she turned and left his office, muttering quietly to herself about upstart Terrans and their addiction to power. Arthur Turan had been in charge of Arcani for three years, and the power seemed to have gone to his telepathic head.
The novice was waiting for her in the launch yard, and after cursory introductions, they lifted off to their first jump point.
 
Storic was a competent pilot, and seven hours later, Vexa was standing on the edge of the peninsula and assessing the obvious paths of the incoming water. There was nothing else to do.
With the villagers watching from their high-ground shelters, she set about saving their homes as water came rushing toward her. It was a twofold effort. She lifted and held the water back while pulling a column of rock and dirt into a high levy.
Holding back the water was hard, but easing her control over it so that it didn’t crush her new levy was harder. She breathed in and out, using wind to push the water back, gradually letting it climb up the wall of her floodway.
To her distraction, a shuttle dipped out of the cloud cover and skimmed near her work zone. She was about to bat it with wind, but it took off and disappeared. Vexa didn’t have any more attention to give it. She needed to surround the village with a secondary wall.
Humming idly as she pulled the earth into an embankment, she had to admit that having an appreciative audience did add to the satisfaction of a job well done. The cheers and cries when she completed the initial dam were gratifying, so she created a semi-circle arc around the village that led up to the higher end of it where it backed against the hill. They would have to hike up and over to get into and out of their village during flood season, but they would have homes to return to when they did.
The village headman came to her and bowed. “Thank you, Specialist. We are in your debt, but…how do we get into the village now?”
She chuckled, crouched down and used her finger to burn a map in the grass. “You get in through this pathway here. It is the only way to get in and out for now. After the rainy season, you can make up to three openings in the levy, here, here and here.”
She jabbed at three points in the grass, the smoulder of the burned greenery made her cough lightly for effect. “Next rainy season, sandbag these levies closed again. Fill them with dirt and hunker down for the dangerous time.”
He cleared his throat. “With the primary dam, why do we need the secondary?”
She stood up and pointed. “Do you see what is coming?”
He nodded. “Water.”
“In that water are uprooted trees, volcanic rocks and a thick slurry of debris. The levy will need maintenance by your people. The sludge and debris will build up on the far side and push the water up and over in a few years. That will flood your homes. Use the time I have bought you to build up your own protections and move your homes to higher ground. Tradition may be important but so are the lives of your people. No house is worth dying for.”
He frowned, and she stepped a few feet away before she thought to ask. “May I eat here?”
The village head scowled. “We were not told to provide for you.”
She sighed, “Never mind. Novice Storic, time to go.”
On the shuttle with hunger starting to ripple through her system, she asked, “Storic, did you notice the shuttle that appeared when I was creating the larger dam?”
She shook her head. “No, I was watching you work. Was there one?”
She tilted her head. “I do believe so. It was strange. It came down, examined my work and took off. It is hard to imagine that you didn’t see it.”
A distress call came through the com, and Novice Storic answered. They were being redirected to pick up a candidate for Citadel Arcani.
Vexa closed her eyes as hunger swirled. “How long will the reroute take?”
“Sixteen hours.”
“I am heading to the medical bed. I am putting myself into a trance, but if you wake me, do it from a distance.”
Storic blinked in surprise. “Why?”
“I am getting hungry after my exertions, and you are made of heat, water, earth and air.” At Storic’s appalled expression, she said, “Let’s just pretend I didn’t just say that. Let’s pretend I said I am tired.”
Smiling, Vexa headed to the medical bed and breathed herself into the trance state that she used instead of sleep. She could maintain it for years if necessary, so a few hours shouldn’t be a problem.
 
Hands gripped her arms and fought to remove her bodysuit. Vexa opened her eyes, took in the two strange men, the strange shuttle and the hypo in one man’s hand, and she blasted him back, away from her body.
“What are you doing? Where am I?” Vexa tried to be firm, but she couldn’t see Storic around anywhere.
The man holding her, trying to unfasten her armoured suit, pressed on her with his mind. What he did manage to convey was that he was not doing this for her benefit.
She did what came naturally. She cooled his body and stopped oxygen from flowing into his lungs. She treated his friend on the floor to the same experience. When they were both out cold and not moving, she burned through the straps they had tied her with.
If they were trying this with her, she had to find Storic. The Novice was a Seeker in training and was no match for whatever had taken them.
Vexa looked around again, and it wasn’t a shuttle after all, it was a tiny medical cell. She opened the door and took a few steps out before she was faced by another couple of males who had threatening postures. She knocked them out by the expedience of removing air from their systems, dropping them to the ground.
It was the beginning of a trail of attackers who lunged for her, fired at her and a few who tried to use psychic manipulation. She followed the trail to a command centre and used their own computers to find Novice Storic.
The image of the Novice shackled to the wall filled her with triumph. She had never done anything like this before, but it appeared she was good at it. She double checked the location in relation to the control room and went to retrieve her pilot.
Her hunger was growing. Using the talent without putting anything back was causing her flickers of distress. As she moved through the station, absently knocking out those who tried to stop her, she admitted that she was not cut out for being in space. It took too much effort to do anything.
The area where Storic was being held was a torture chamber. A man had been approaching her pilot with a glowing rod and it caused Vexa to lash out. He burned to ash in seconds.
Storic looked up with one eye swollen shut. “Specialist, you came?”
“I did. I can’t touch you now, so this won’t be too comfortable.” Vexa went to the control unit and released the ankle cuffs and then the wrist cuffs that held Storic to the wall. “Can you walk?”
“No. They burned my legs.” Storic’s voice was calm, but the pain came through in her posture.
“Right. Well, I can’t help you, so stay here, I will be right back.”
Storic stared at her in shock. “What?”
“I can’t touch you. It goes back to that hungry thing. I will be right back.”
Vexa left the torture chamber and walked to the cells that had been on the monitors. She opened the cells and held up her hand. “I need two people to carry my pilot. Can I get some help?”
Fourteen battered, bruised and listless people suddenly came to life. Four put their hands up.
“She is in the torture chamber. Do you know where that is?”
They winced and headed through to the room where Storic was on the ground.
The nearest woman came to her and reached out to hug her.
Vexa held her back with a blast of air. “I apologise. It isn’t safe to touch me. Come along. Let’s get out of here.”
Half a dozen armed men charged the freed prisoners, so Vexa knocked them out. A hissing started almost immediately.
Gas coiled toward the group as they drew even with Storic and her assistants. Vexa took the lead and created a column of breathable air that kept them all upright and conscious.
Vexa picked up one of the weapons and used it as food, absorbing the metal into her skin. It wasn’t as wholesome as rock, but it kept her from eating the prisoners walking behind her.
Storic whispered, “To the left. Down the hall, and the shuttle bay is on the left. They grabbed us at the jump site. You were right, there was a shuttle scoping you out.”
Vexa muttered, “It doesn’t matter if I was right. You were hurt because you were with me, and I can’t even help carry you to the shuttle.”
Storic laughed. “You could use air.”
“And then I would get so hungry, I would simply take your entire body down to its component parts. That is not something I am going to risk. Can you fly like that?”
Storic was slung between two battered males who were listening to their exchange with amusement. “I can. I only need to get to a broadcast point. Ours will come running.”
Vexa opened the door to the shuttle bay. “Then, let’s get moving, people. I am overdue for a snack.”
Sixteen folk crammed into a shuttle meant for four. Vexa took up the medical bed and put herself into a waking trance. The worst off of the other prisoners took the bunks and the others crouched in the aisles and the tiny kitchen. Every surface was covered with living and breathing creatures, and Vexa was terrified that if it took too long, she was going to turn to one of them as a meal.
The lives of everyone aboard were in Storic’s hands.
 
 



 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
She felt the cessation of movement and listened to the voices of the Citadel staff taking the prisoners out of the shuttle. Everyone was very careful to keep away from her, and Vexa was very pleased by that.
When she was prodded awake, she sat up to watch the pole being used dissolve into mist after contact with her shoulder. “I am going to head for the quarry. Please make sure that there is nothing in my way.”
Instructor Althoth nodded. “It has been cleared. Is there anything else you can consume?”
Vexa got to her feet. “Fire is best, but stone will do. It just takes more of it.”
Althoth blinked. “Oh. Very well. The path is clear.”
Controlling herself, she stepped off the medical bed and left the shuttle without dissolving it into its component atoms.
She was shaking with hunger as she walked and grimly remembering that the side effect of her power was the first thing that they designed into the Destroyer. Of course, the Destroyer didn’t eat what she took apart. That was Vexa’s problem.
The path to the quarry where the stone of the Citadel had been extracted was mercifully short. Vexa walked through the rock to the furthest edge and stood, letting her body return the energy that she had expended on the station.
She pulled power into her, turning the stone to dust and then even less. Light dimmed, and still, her body demanded more.
With darkness swirling around her, she let her consumption rage until a flicker of brightness distracted her.
Burn walked up to her and beckoned her. “Come, Vexa, take what you need.”
She blinked. “I don’t want to take too much.”
“You won’t. I trust you. Come on. Stop chewing rock and take some fire.” His expression bordered on sensual as flames flickered and flared all over his skin. The marks on his body glowed bright.
Her hands shook as a craving swirled through her. She stepped down from the stone and closed her eyes at the feel of the blaze against her skin.
She touched his hands, he pulled her sharply against him, covering her mouth with his and pouring the fire into her.
The hunger flared and then was sated. She smiled and pulled away. Embarrassment flickered through her. “I am sorry you felt it necessary to come down here.”
He brushed hair off her face. “I am sorry the director did not send me out with you. He knows better now.”
She smiled, and when his eye contact became too much, she pressed her forehead to his chest. “How did he figure that out?”
He chuckled, and she could hear it as well as feel it. “Storic is in the healing wing, and she said that you mentioned her as a possible meal twice, before you put yourself into a coma. If you hadn’t had to do that, you would have been able to manage the attack before they made inroads into the shuttle. I am going to be assigned to all of your assignments as a travelling snack.”
She groaned. “That is embarrassing.”
“On the contrary, I find it flattering that you want as much heat as I can give you. It is a rare thing in a woman to not fear my touch.”
She chuckled, “I am happy to oblige.”
He tilted her head back and kissed her again, providing her with more heat until she was completely sated and glowing happily.
When he lifted his head, she whispered, “You don’t have to keep kissing me.”
“But I can, right? I find it to be an excellent occupation.” He kissed her again.
Vexa opened her eyes wide as the kiss didn’t carry any power from him to her. He was truly kissing her without energy transfer being the motive.
She threaded her hands in his hair and arched toward him, enjoying the purely biological heat between them.
He shifted his grip and pulled her in tightly, sliding one thigh between her legs as she kissed him in return.
The embrace got heated as Vexa let her body do her talking for her. She felt alive for the first time in centuries.
They were both breathing heavily when Burn backed away from her. “I think we should take it slow and get you back for a proper meal, maybe a good night’s sleep.”
She took the arm he offered her, and they walked back through the quarry and into the Citadel.
“The prisoners that you freed were all from an Alliance research base. The reward you are getting will mean that you can tell Turan to go stuff himself for the next five hundred years.”
“Are they all recovering? How is Novice Storic?”
He chuckled. “She’s doing well, recovering nicely and has even volunteered to pilot you again as long as I am present. She feels your threatening to eat her was a sign that perhaps a single person is not the ideal dynamic for you to travel with. You would do better with a regular team at your side.”
She snorted. “I had to explain to her why I would need to relax in the back while she was piloting. What I really need is a planet with a nice big volcano.” She chuckled.
“Arcani has a volcano. Did you want to move your living quarters there?” Burn asked it with a light smile on his lips.
“Um, not really. Not if it puts me too far away from the Citadel.” Or you. She didn’t say that last part.
“Did you realize that when we first kissed, you took my heat and gave me energy?”
She bit her lip. “I didn’t want to drain you again, so I gave you what I could.”
“So, you are capable of not killing your element donor. It is good to know.” He chuckled.
She looked to the bright lights of the Citadel. “Is that how you see yourself? A donor?”
He chuckled. “No, but it is how I would like you to think of me when you have need. You don’t need to look anywhere else, I am happy to provide what you require.”
There was a wealth of suggestion in that comment, but she didn’t know what to think. Life on Ki had been easy. Move the air, entertain herself with what knowledge she had been able to maintain in hard copy and sleep in her peculiar way. It had been a boring and predictable life.
Now, she was surrounded by other beings, using her talents until she was drained and then holding her breath to see what sort of food she would be able to find to power her talent. Life had certainly become different. In fact, it was turning into an actual life.
 
Three days later, she was having lunch with Burn and Novice Storic. Storic had recovered from her ordeal and was looking almost perky, her pale blue skin shining with health. “So, why did they move you to Ki? I have done my research, and there is no mention of it.”
Vexa put down her spoon. “I ate a research team. Four scientists who were studying the work I did and restricting my access to more than one element at a time. They thought I could wait to eat and went off to have their own break, expecting me to simply wait for them to finish and offer me one of the elements the experiment was lacking. That is how I do it, by the way. I use one element to form or offset another. With nothing to transform into the change demanded, the power came from my body. That makes me hungry. So, they ate their meal down the hall from the lab where I was confined, and I summoned their base elements out of reflex.”
Storic’s gold eyes were wide. “You ate them?”
She rubbed the back of her neck. “I involuntarily broke them down. When the nightshift showed up, they released me and used the monitors to find out what happened. I was as horrified as they were.”
Burn gave her an understanding look. “What happened then?”
“The goddess project was put on hold, they removed my hunger from the sequence of events for the next clone and I was sent to Ki. Ostensibly, I was supposed to prepare it for Ichadra-forming and keep new colonists from landing, but it was a prison.” She was sure that he knew that already, but it was freeing to say it out loud.
“You learned to control your hunger.” Burn smiled.
“You saw Ki. The only desert was my home. The rest was recovering with plant life. I learned control about five hundred years ago.”
Storic nodded, “Which was why you warned me not to touch you when you woke. In that state, you would be working under reflex, not self-control.”
“Precisely. I don’t want to get so hungry that I lash out without control, so I try not to let that happen. On a space station, it is hard. The only element I can grab easily is air, and moving it takes a lot of effort. If I eat the station to move the air, we will all be in trouble.”
Burn nodded. “So, if Turan makes an appointment for you on any world, he has to make sure they are willing to let you feed.”
Vexa smiled. “It would have helped dramatically.”
They sat and continued their conversation until Turan’s secretary came in and summoned them to his office. They had an assignment.
 
 



 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
“You know, I do enjoy these armoured suits.” The blast struck her mid-chest and Vexa flew backward, stopping her progress inches from the stone wall behind her.
Burn was laying down covering fire, but Vexa still had to pull the water out of the cliff face.
Making a well under fire was not something she considered to be an option previous to this moment, but the Gorwins were addicted to the plants that the Cawhiel traded for fresh potable water.
The Cawhiel wanted to get out of the drug-running business, so they had asked the Sector Guard who had asked the Citadel for a tamper-proof well. Vexa was currently in the process of pulling the water through layers of stone and sand to the surface.
It was coming from a depth that she would never have considered feasible before, but it was the deepest and closest water table that she could access.
“It’s almost here. Just a little longer.” She divided her attention between the rapidly approaching spring and building barricades in front of the Gorwins.
They didn’t want to hurt the six-legged beings, but their opponents did not have that personal restriction.
Burn was at her side, backed there by the impending physical attack as the Gorwins got too close to shoot.
“It’s here.” She dove forward, tackling Burn to the ground as the initial geyser of water sprayed over both of them, hissing as it struck his overheated skin.
The Gorwins rushed the newly born spring. No matter how hard they struck it, how many blasts they delivered, the water kept coming.
“Send up the flare.” She whispered it into Burn’s ear and he removed the flare from the safe case on his belt, lighting it and aiming it skyward.
As it soared upward, the Gorwins howled in denial as a jubilant cry came from the lowlands nearby. The Gorwins retreated as the Cawhiel surged up the hillside to their new water source.
“Elemental, you can get off me now.” Burn was lying under her and grinning.
She kissed him quickly and got to her feet.
He rose, and they stood as the terrifying view of thousands of insectoids rushed at them, chattering and clicking in delight.
She inclined her head toward the matriarch. “I need to eat, madam. May I?”
The matriarch clicked affirmation.
Vexa hadn’t been planning to offer them the service of delivering their water, but the Gorwins had really ticked her off.
She ate the stone, creating a path one-foot deep that zigzagged down the stone hillside to the edge of the village where she consumed enough rock to provide them with a good-sized holding tank.
Chuckling, she used her hunger to consume handholds leading back to the light from her rapidly filling holding tank. Ten feet deep should be enough for casual water and they could easily structure something for standard drinking water on the pathway above.
Burn reached in and hauled her out when she got within reaching distance. “Well done, Elemental.”
She sighed. He had renamed her because her old designation was part of her old life. Elemental was her new call sign while on assignment to match Burn. That his name was his own, apparently, was not a matter for concern.
“Thank you, Burn. How is the matriarch?”
“She thanks you very kindly for the path and will name her next thirty children after you in honour of the tank. They are very pleased and wish us many children of our own.” His eyes were twinkling.
“What?”
“Apparently, they can see pheromone bonds, and we have one that is very strong.” Burn gave her a quick kiss and waved to Storic.
The shuttle was waiting for them under guard by twenty Cawhiel. As they approached, the six-legged beings rose to their hind four legs and saluted with their arms. Vexa inclined her head as the guards passed them on their way to the village’s celebration.
With one simple spring, they had ended a cycle of being blackmailed into growing drugs. The Cawhiel were capable of defending themselves against the Gorwins, as was evidenced by the hasty retreat that the attackers had engaged in.
The safety of Novice Storic and the shuttle had been assured. No one had tried to get near it with the guards standing by.
Storic smiled as she sealed the ship and prepared for take-off. “That went a lot better than the first one.”
Vexa laughed. “I am aware of that. Thank you, Burn, for being with me while I worked.”
He winked and settled back in his seat as they exited the atmosphere. “It was my pleasure. So, where to next?”
Storic sent them a data pack on their small screens. “They are asking for you to assist in thawing a historic site. They found an ancient site on Horcoric and have requested your assistance for a few days with the possibility of weeks.”
Vexa sighed and flicked through the scans. “Weeks?”
Burn grinned. “I think it will be fun.”
Storic laughed, “Good, it was you they requested. They have no idea that Elemental is on board.”
He leaned over and kissed Vexa. “Days then.”
She laughed and stroked her thumb over the pattern on his cheek. “Days then.”
“Will you two stop that?” Storic grumbled.
Burn leaned in and turned his head toward their pilot, “No.” He twisted back and kissed Vexa again.
He was very good at kissing, she had to admit it even to herself. It made her wonder what spending the night with him would be like. Since they had started to make inroads on a physical relationship, she had extended her learning to include a sexual component.
Both of his parent species had determined sex drives, and she had to imagine that he shared them. The details of Dhemon and Enjel mating were enough to make her blush, but both species had strictures on proceeding sexually until the female gave authorization, and as Vexa was one of the first of her species and one of the three only survivors of her designed world, she had no idea what, if any, sex drive she had.
She wished that she could call the Destroyer to find out what she had learned, but communication between them was not encouraged. She had tried.
Vexa read the details, flicking the pages through with her left hand. Her right was being held by Burn, and they were quietly exchanging heat and energy.
It was a sort of exchange that had become comforting for her. She was used to him touching her at any time, and he took every opportunity to be in contact with her that he could manage. She enjoyed it. It was proof that she wasn’t still alone on Ki, fantasizing about a life that she couldn’t have.
 
 



 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
 
The air was icy and the accommodations primitive, but Vexa was enjoying herself. Burn was doing a lot of the bulk melting, and Elemental was being called on for the detail work.
The art of giving heat to the ice was assisted with Burn at her back. With a crew of archaeologists standing by to grab and catalogue the treasures, it was a slow and labour-intensive process.
“Careful, careful.” The professor was flapping his hands in agitation.
Vexa sighed. “We have been over this, Professor. Burn is powering me, and I am simply giving heat to the ice. We are not heating the artefacts.”
He scowled at her. His downy features were fluffed against the cold and his beak was clicking in a stuttering rhythm.
She completed the melt of the desktop, and the archaeologists went to work. With an instinct that the investigation was starting in her blood, she thawed the desk drawers and tugged one open.
Smiling at the contents, she stepped aside and let the professor dip his hands in to remove a stack of journals.
His hands were shaking as he held them, and an assistant offered him a bag to put them in. All the objects were being taken to a drying room and slowly being dehydrated to bring them back to identifiable life.
The sun was casting everything with a burgundy glow, so it was time to call a halt to the day’s festivities.
“Time to call it a night, Professor. We will be back here bright and early unless we are called to an emergency.” It was the same every night. Burn called a halt, the professor squawked and, in the end, everyone went to dinner.
They had decided early on that Novice Storic should have the shuttle as her private quarters. Neither Vexa nor Burn noted the cold.
Vexa walked into her private dome and shrugged into the long robes of her status as a Specialist with the Citadel. Burn wore his, and they walked into the dining area full of academics abuzz with the discoveries of the day.
It made her laugh, these folk that were excited about things that happened hundreds of years earlier.
“You are laughing at them again, aren’t you?” Burn grinned.
“I am. Hundreds of years is such a funny concept to me. I spent longer than that trying to get my hair to stay flat after I washed it.” She snorted.
He suddenly sobered. “Do you think you will live forever? I mean, barring disaster.”
Vexa looked into his face and saw what she wanted for her future. “I will live as long as you do. After that, I don’t think there would be any point.”
Burn smiled. “I will take that as an agreement to pursue more in-depth courtship.”
She cocked her head. “Enjel or Dhemon?”
“Enjel for the most part with Dhemon waiting until we are back on Arcani or a friendlier situation.” He took one of her hands and pressed it to his lips. “Just be lucky that I am not insisting on the Leap of Faith. We both would lose there.”
Sobering, she stroked his cheek. “I can fly if I have to, so yes, we would both lose.”
The idea of an Enjel female jumping off a cliff with her wings tied so that her husband-to-be could catch her was an ancient ritual saved for the most dedicated of partners. It proclaimed to any and all that no one else had a chance with either party.
The Dhemon courtship was more basic. The male seduced the female, got her agreement, and while mating, he roared loud enough to bring anyone nearby running to investigate. With the union witnessed and confirmed by the female in question, the bond was locked. Noisy sex on Dhema was a dangerous business.
“I never asked, do you have anything to do with family on either side aside from your parents?” She ate her nutrient soup and waited.
They had plenty of privacy. All the academics sat by themselves, and Storic preferred not to leave the shuttle if she didn’t have to. They would see her at breakfast for the morning briefing.
“I have met my grandparents on both sides, but they are not enthusiastic for my parents’ choice in mates. It is only my obvious power that contents them that the union was not a waste of time.”
“So, how did they meet? I don’t have parents, so this is fascinating to me.” She smiled. It was easier to ask personal questions now, but she still was careful to ease into them. She had made it halfway through her mental list with suiting the question to the moment.
“My parents were both at a symposium regarding genetic blending, an interest that both of them share, by the way. A colleague with a perverse sense of humour invited them both to a dinner after the symposium, and they were seated next to each other. By the end of dinner, they were finishing each other’s sentences, and the next day, they applied to be moved to a research station in the Alliance, together. I came along two years later.”
“Have they ever expressed regret for their choice? I mean, not you, but the leaving their family and such.”
“My father tells me that while he was very popular with the women on Jela, none of them could debate him for any length of time. He craves the mental stimulation as much as the physical. My mother bemoans her bad taste at regular intervals, then my father gets dressed up, makes her a formal high tea, and suddenly, she has the best husband in the universe.”
Vexa laughed. “I see. It seems like a solid match then.”
“It is. Very. I am blessed beyond measure with my parents. They didn’t stop when my talent began to flare up. They found a way to channel it and keep me safe when my own body would destroy me. They protected me without thought for themselves. They held me in the night after I had torched my own bed. They trusted me with everything they were, and they are the reason that I chose to work with the Citadel.”
She cocked her head. “Why not the Sector Guard?”
“Both my lineage and my talent are unstable and cause for caution. I have been more stable with you than I have been my entire life. That is one of the many little things that have proved to me over and over that we are meant for each other.”
She twisted her lips, unsure of the next question. “I would agree with you on the being better together. I feel it too and not just when you are behind me pouring heat into me.”
“And?”
“Where did the patterns for your markings come from?”
He grinned, and the marks on his face flexed. “Ancient Dhema. They are the marks used by the warriors to show family and ranking. My mother wanted to put her mark on me when she realized that I would not have horns.”
Vexa giggled. “It must have been a shock for her.”
“As was my lack of wings to my father. He got over it, but Mom is a little more proactive.”
She looked at the marks that travelled down his neck, across his chest and over his arms. Dr. Argee was definitely proactive. Lovely designs though.
 
 



 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
 
“I want to show you something.” Burn led her toward their domes and tugged her into his.
“What?”
He suddenly turned shy as he extended a pouch to her. “It isn’t for use when you work, but it is a star stone.”
She opened the pouch and looked at the stone wrapped in strands of metal work that formed a tree and tiny leaves. “It is beautiful.”
He sighed in relief. “The Cawhiel gave me the stone, and I refined the metal in the evenings here. I pulled it to form the tree.”
She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him. “Thank you. It is the first present I have ever gotten aside from my uniforms.”
He chuckled and kissed her again. The heat sparked between them, and it had nothing to do with their talents.
She opened the seal of his suit and peeled it back. Out of impulse, she traced the pattern of the swirls with her tongue.
He shivered in her embrace, and his hands contracted on her waist.
When his hands found the closure, she paused and kissed him again. It was her version of agreement, and he was astute enough to take her hint.
The feel of his hands on her bare skin sent her head spinning, and she removed his uniform while he removed hers.
They explored, teased, touched and tasted each other, and when he eased her to his bunk and moved over her, she stopped calculating her reactions and just felt the strange ease of mingling her body with a lover. The feel of being intimate with someone she trusted was completely new, and she enjoyed every second of it.
When they were lying side by side, he stroked his hand down her ribs, over her hip and thigh and back again. “The people who designed you didn’t know what they were letting loose on the worlds. You are completely perfect.”
She blushed. “You are quite exotic yourself.”
He grinned. “I am going to ask you something very serious now.”
“Go ahead.”
“Will you share quarters with me?” He kissed her. “We can tell everyone we are conserving heat.”
She laughed. “We both generate more heat than all the units in this expedition combined.”
“So, why should we waste it?” He nibbled his way down her jaw and neck.
“Why indeed?” She tilted her head to one side and let him work on convincing her.
 
The next morning, she crept into her dome and tugged on a fresh suit after a flash shower. Her body was sensitive, and her heart was humming a cheerful tune that she had never felt before.
She met Burn in the dining hall, and they sat next to each other while Storic took records of their progress as she shivered in her insulated robes.
Under the table, their hands were woven together and their thighs touched. It was a comforting closeness that Vexa wanted to have again and again.
Storic was saying, “So, tomorrow, we have a new assignment. Weeker needs help with a glacier. They need some time before their ice age takes over the continent and they need you two to help.”
Vexa winced. “The professor won’t like that.”
Burn grinned. “He will just have to go about his job like other archaeologists, and we will get to go play with a glacier.”
Storic shuddered. “More ice. Wonderful.”
Burn laughed. “We will take care of it. You can stay warm and toasty in the shuttle.”
She smiled ruefully. “Fine. I will prep the shuttle for dawn take-off. I will leave you to inform the professor.”
Vexa laughed. “Coward.”
“Yup. You are the Specialists, I am merely a novice. Deal with it.” Storic ate her breakfast with a smug grin.
Vexa ate her grain mash and kept the small smile on her lips.
 
The smile stayed on her face all day no matter what the frantic professor asked her to do. Burn remained near her at all times, powering her efforts to open the city hall records of the frozen world so that current generations could find out what their social structure had been like.
Her day passed quickly, and when she was done for the day and her dinner was gone, she and Burn paused in her quarters to gather her things before they retired to his dome for the night.
They kept each other warm in the frozen darkness, and when dawn arrived, they were respectably dressed, a little flushed and ready to leave for Weeker.
Storic was ready for the flight and eager to leave the site. She took off, and they were soon skimming through the blackness on their way to a jump site.
Vexa got a little nervous, but Burn unbuckled her harness and pulled her into his lap. “Easy, Vexa. I am here to help.”
She shivered and buried her head against his neck, inhaling the scent of him. She didn’t sleep but she rested against him, his body acting as a touchstone to the rest of the universe.
Three jumps later, they were on their way down to Weeker.
The people of the city were in full evacuation, but the glacier looming above them was a definite threat. Vexa frowned at the wall of ice as they landed and tried to work out a plan of attack.
The mayor of Yuseth City met them, and he explained the situation. “We have been watching the encroaching glacier for years, but suddenly, the shift in temperature has caused a rapid escalation in its progress. One year from now, this city will be under a casing of ice or scraped from the surface. We need a few more weeks without our power supply being cut off. The plant is about seven days from being overtaken. How soon can you start?”
Burn inclined his head. “I am Burn, this is Elemental, and we will begin as soon as we have quarters to rest in and a hot meal. After that, we are at your disposal.”
Vexa was staring at the wall of ice and frowning.
The mayor asked her, “Why do you look upset?”
“I am trying to figure out where the water will go. The amount of energy to turn the water to vapour is prohibitive. I need to make sure that there is drainage before we start.”
The mayor blinked. “Can’t you just make the ice go away?”
Novice Storic snorted.
Burn shook his head. “Ice turns to water, and water can turn to vapour. Vapour goes into the atmosphere and changes your weather patterns.”
Vexa suddenly had an image in her head. “That’s it! Hot air.”
The mayor was the one who now looked confused. “I beg your pardon?”
Burn grinned. “Show us our quarters, and she and I will discuss a battle plan.”
They were shown to a small apartment on the edge of the city where they could come and go without difficulty. Food was provided in the form of compressed ration packs with a heater.
When they were alone, Burn sat her down. “Now, what were you thinking?”
“If you provide a portion of the heat and I can anchor to the ground, I can produce a hot and melting storm with dirt particles in it that will rapidly chew away at the glacier. The particles will carry heat and attract light to continue the degradation after we are gone.”
Burn grinned. “That will work?”
She shrugged. “It should. If not, I can take sand and heat it before blowing it over the glacier then keep the heat going until there is a huge puddle where the rock used to be.”
“We will start with the dirt and go from there.”
This was exactly what they did. The first blankets of red earth coated the area around the power plant, and slowly, ever so slowly, the wall began to melt.
Once there were rocks exposed, Vexa heated them as well, and soon, the glacier was retreating back, inch by inch.
Burn called a halt to their activities after a few hours. “Time to rest so that we can attack fresh in the morning.”
In one day they had bought two months for the power plant.
The mayor had been watching, and he was delighted with the early results. He thanked them profusely, and Burn had to delicately extricate his hands before he and Vexa could leave.
She was chortling. There was a no-contact rule out on her participation, and at a time like this she didn’t mind at all. Burn was going to take the brunt of the handshaking, and she got to enjoy the smiles and words of gratitude.
They took the small skimmer back to their apartment. Burn was looking extra exhausted. “Are you all right?”
He coughed slightly. “Fine, tired, I think. A quick dinner and some rest are on the agenda.”
She agreed and was very concerned. Unless she drained him too much, he had a natural energy that seemed to be missing at the moment.
“Of course. Quick dinner and then rest.” She tried not to worry. Everyone had their downtimes now and then.
 
 



 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
 
Burn was on fire. He shifted restlessly and coughed as he tried to sleep. He wasn’t asleep, and he wouldn’t wake. That was a very bad sign.
She called Novice Storic as per protocol. “Storic, Burn is unconscious, running a fever and coughing. He won’t wake up, so this isn’t normal.”
Storic went from sleepy to alert in seconds. “I will bring a med kit and ask the mayor if he knows what it could be.”
Vexa put on her bodysuit and waited for a call through the built-in com. In ten minutes, her suit chirped.
Storic said, “Elemental, the fever is most likely the Weeker Plague. The locals are immune due to generations of exposure. The last outbreak was eight hundred fifty years ago, but they still immunize.”
“Do they have any vials of the cure?”
“They do, but it might not work on him. He is a crossbreed of two different species. I have a call in to the Citadel, and they are going to get me a treatment centre as soon as they can.”
The fact that Storic was taking it so seriously indicated that the mayor had described a series of symptoms that would not end well for Burn.
“Keep me posted.”
“You are not showing any symptoms?”
“No. I am not designed to fall ill. My body doesn’t allow any foreign bodies into my bloodstream.” She pressed a compress to Burn’s head while she spoke, and it went from damp to dry in seconds.
His marks were acting in their capacity to draw heat from his body and concentrate it on his skin. She didn’t have anything else to do, so she took the heat from his surface and kept putting the compresses on his forehead and chest.
When Storic spoke again, Vexa replied with relief. “What did you find out?”
“There is an emergency evac coming to get you. They are going to put you both in a contaminant bubble and take you both to Udell where Flame will treat him.”
“Why can’t Flame come here?”
“He is on assignment. They are pulling him for Burn and Udell is the halfway point between you and him. After Burn is stable, you will be taken back to the Neehash station where Dr. Argee and Dr. Heshla will work on a treatment. The Weeker Plague is pernicious. By now, it has bonded to his DNA, and they need to work with the existing cure to find one for Burn.”
“So the treatment with Flame…”
“It will save his life and stabilize him. You will have to do the rest of the running around for him.”
“Fine. I will keep him cool while we wait.”
“Good. I will steer clear and remain inside the ship. If I am the only one not immunized, I am not going to enjoy the fresh air until I am off this rock.”
Four hours later, there was a knock on the door and the evacuation got underway. The Udell personnel were wearing sealed suits, and they carried Burn out into the hallway and down to the main entrance where Burn was placed on a gurney and Vexa knelt at his side.
She stayed in the sealed box with him, a medical attendant kept her supplied with water, food and compresses to keep Burn cool.
Vexa kept her focus on him and ignored the hard wrench of the sudden jump that took them into the system that housed Udell.
Once they were on the ground, a Guardsman wreathed with green flames entered their secure bubble and inclined his head toward Vexa. “May I burn off any pathogens you are carrying?”
She nodded. “Please. I don’t want to make anyone else ill.”
He sent a stream of flame toward her, and she stood passively as it skimmed along her body. His brows knit in confusion. “You aren’t sick.”
She shrugged. “I am not designed to get sick. That is the province of the evolved, not the designed.”
He blinked and moved his focus to Burn.
She closed her eyes as Burn arched in pain and shouted. Green flame wreathed him, crawled into his mouth and nose and burned in the streams of tears from his eyes.
Flame concentrated, and after long minutes of agony, Burn relaxed against the small medical bed. He opened weary eyes and Vexa stayed nearby. “What happened?”
Vexa answered. “Weeker Plague. You were susceptible, and melting the glacier set it free.”
His expression grew worried. “You are not sick?”
She sat at his side, elbowing Flame out of the way. “No. I am fine. I don’t get sick.”
“I wish I could say the same. I feel like I was run over. Where are we?”
Flame stood by silently, so she filled in the details. “We are on Udell. Flame was needed to bring you down to a more reasonable temperature. You were running hot, even for you.”
“What happens next?”
“Well, the plague is pernicious, so you have to stay here on Udell. I am taking samples of the inoculation to your parents, and they are standing by to work a custom cocktail for you. Apparently, you are special all the way around.” She smiled and brushed his hair off his forehead.
He coughed slightly. “Tell my mother not to worry, and then, tell my father to distract her. She’s gonna worry anyway.”
Vexa grinned. “Well, if Flame will burn off any surface germs, I will be on my way. Behave and keep cool.”
She kissed him, and he ran his hand through her hair as he held her lips to his.
When they parted, he whispered. “Stay safe.”
She pressed a kiss to his forehead. “I will. You stay alive. That is an order from a goddess of Ichadra.”
“Yes, dear.” He laughed and relaxed into the bed.
A medical aid came in wearing a full coverage suit and withdrew blood samples that he slipped into a sealed case that he left with.
She got to her feet, and Flame’s eyes were less businesslike and more kind. “The flash will take care of the surface germs. You aren’t carrying anything else.”
He extended his hands, and the fire coursed around her in a head-to-toe spiral that reversed direction before dissipating. “You are cleared to leave. I will remain with Burn until you return. Be quick. My wife gets agitated if I am gone too long.”
A pilot was waiting for her on the other side of the security seal. He handed her the pack of the treatment, and they walked to the shuttle without another word.
The hours of flight and jump after jump, creating an edginess in her system that she pushed aside. She didn’t care if she was getting hungry, Burn needed help, and she was going to get it for him.
His parents met her at the dock. They took the samples of blood and cure, moving to their labs immediately with focus and intent.
Vexa grabbed an assistant and muttered a list of items that she needed, along with access to the fire room.
With the supplies in hand and Burn’s parents tailoring the cure into something he could use, she went to feed herself.
She entered the burn room and created a pool of flammable chemicals and oils. Vexa stood in the centre of the pool and flicked a spark from one finger into her collection.
She pulled the heat from the blaze and fed her hunger. Her arms ached to hold Burn and feel the strength of his body wreathed in flame and heat. Since she couldn’t have him, she would have to feed her urges in other ways.
 
 



 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
Vexa sat at the dinner that Dr. Heshla insisted she join them for.
Dr. Argee was sullen at being pulled away from the machines currently whirring away at a cure.
Finally, Vexa broke the silence. “Burn asked me to pass along a message to you both.”
Dr. Argee looked up with narrowed eyes. “What?”
“Leera, don’t jump on her like that. What was the message, Vexaniali?” Dr. Heshla was tired, but his gaze was kind.
“He told me to tell both of you not to worry. And Dr. Heshla, he said that you were to distract Dr. Argee.”
Dr. Argee gasped and dropped her fork.
Heshla’s polite smile turned into a full grin. “You and he…”
Vexa’s blush gave her away, she was sure of it. “I am very worried about him.”
Dr. Argee got up from her chair and hauled Vexa to her feet, hugging her tight.
Vexa throttled down her panic at the sudden contact as Heshla got to his feet and enveloped her from the back, his wings creating a feathered cocoon.
She waited, and the tears in Dr. Argee’s eyes were genuine when she was finally released from the group hug. “We never thought he would find someone he could be with.”
“Well, he is sort of warm, but I enjoy it. He feeds me, and I energize him. It is a fair trade. The words were a code, weren’t they?” She finally clued in.
Heshla held her chair out for her again, tucking her back to the dinner table. “They were. He said he would only tell one woman how to handle us and that was the one that he wanted to spend the rest of his life with.”
“Oh.” Vexa was suddenly the focus of direct attention. She squirmed a little in her chair.
Dr. Argee smiled, “So, how old are you?”
Dr. Heshla laughed. “Indelicate but to the point. That is my Leera.”
Vexa realized that they expected her to answer. “I can remember seventeen hundred years.”
If there was anything that could shock a Dhemon, that was it. “Really? That old?”
Vexa sipped at her tea and returned her attention to eating. She got the feeling she would need the distraction. “Really. That is what I can remember, but I have no idea how long I was in the canister before I was decanted.”
“Can you have children?” Heshla cocked his head as he returned to his meal as well.
At least grilling her had served to reawaken their appetites.
“I don’t know. I do doubt that I can carry a child, though I would not be averse to having a child carried via tank or surrogate.” She worked through her meal as her companions looked at each other, silently formulating their next question.
“Why couldn’t you carry your own child?” Argee was scientifically curious.
“My body is designed to be a conduit for power just as my sisters were. While we look female, have the structure of females, we were built to channel energy, like a power plant. Reproduction was never a concern. They could just make a copy.”
Heshla finished his meal and leaned back. “Did they?”
“I do not believe so. We were an experiment that was fascinating at the time, but they could not replicate our powers precisely in the following generation. So, I was sent to Ki after a problem in a lab, and I stayed there until your son came knocking.”
Dr. Argee was shocked. “You did not speak to another person in all that time?”
“At one point, I made companions out of stone sculpted with air and sand, but they ended up being turned into furniture.” She shrugged and finished her own meal. “I played games with the elements of Ki. Moved the water under the surface and filtered it through carbon layers. I generally enjoyed myself in any manner I could think of. Time passed fairly quickly, but I can put myself into a coma for decades if I need to.”
One of the machines running a propagation sequence chimed, and Dr. Argee launched out of her chair and into the lab on the other side of the glass doors.
Dr. Heshla followed suit, and Vexa trailed after them.
Dr. Argee’s hands were shaking as she removed the vial from the incubator.
Dr. Heshla took the sample from her and put the sample of their experimental cure onto the sample of Burn’s infected blood.
They held their breath for a moment and then sighed. Heshla blinked, “It works. It is good that the Citadel called us on this. We have gotten used to altering vaccines for Burn over the years. It requires a specific combination of enzymes and chemistry that is simple now but was hard to figure out when he was ill as a child.”
“Why doesn’t his body’s temperature fight the infection with heat?”
“It does, but this plague is not temperature sensitive. Burn is usually fairly healthy, but every now and then, something that is attracted to or stimulated by heat gets through, and then, his mother and I have to get to work. It does keep us sharp, I will give it that much.”
He had his arm around his wife, and she was leaning against him while she prepped the cure for transport. When she handed the box to Vexa with shaking hands, there were tears in her eyes. “Tell him we want a visit to prove our cure was effective.”
“I will. I will take good care of him. Trust me on this.” Vexa reached out and touched Dr. Argee’s hand. She was hugged again in a surge of dark red skin, and the Dhemon’s grip was surprisingly tight.
“Leera, let her go to him.” Dr. Heshla pulled his wife from Vexa but put a small kiss on her cheek. “Tell him to call. She worries and it is distracting as hell.”
Chuckling, Vexa returned to the shuttle where her Udell Base pilot was waiting, and they were on their way back to Burn in moments.
 
Vexa was at Burn’s side when he woke from his fevered state. “Your parents want you to call.”
He laughed weakly and sat up. They were in an isolation room, and the base physician was watching from the other side of the plexi.
“That is Dr. Helsin. He has been observing your progress. Congratulations. You revived a plague that was thought extinct.” She smiled brightly and tucked pillows behind his head.
“You were worried.”
She paused and went through the despair and panic she had felt when she saw him again on her return. His chalky pallor and the blistering around his mouth and nose had shocked her. Apparently, Flame had been called away on an emergency, and since Burn had been fine at the time, Flame was free to leave.
Burn had gone downhill quickly in the three days she had been gone, and his recovery had taken five more agonizing days.
“Yes, I was worried.” It was a gross understatement for her emotions over the last week.
He reached out and pulled her to him. She sighed as the familiar feel of his body relaxed her. She pushed up abruptly. “You need a bath. I can help you into the solar shower if you like.”
“If it won’t offend you, please, help me.” He got up and his nude body surprised him. “Where did my suit go?”
“It was taken from you the first day. Sorry. I had to dissolve it so we could coat you in cooling gel. The cure was working but not fast enough.” She helped him into the shower and ran the solar cycle for him.
When he was less aromatic, she walked him out through the airlock and into the medical bay proper. Dr. Helsin helped her get him onto an exam bed, and he took over running scans and checking his immune system.
Vexa tried to pay attention, but she sat in the corner and fatigue washed over her. He was safe, he was in good hands and she could rest.
 
* * * *
 
Burn was exhausted, and he was shocked when he heard the slight snore from the corner of the medical bay. Vexa was curled up in a chair, and she was snoring as she slept.
“She didn’t sleep. I asked the pilot, and my staff tells me that she didn’t sleep for eight days while she was on her mission to save you.” Dr. Helsin made notes and grinned.
“She is a good friend, a great partner and…”
“And your mate. Even your body is showing more activity in the immune system. The funny thing is that those aren’t your cells. They are her cells.”
Burn smiled, “And my mate. I wasn’t expecting to fall for an older woman.”
Dr. Helsin’s shoulders shook as he continued to scan Burn. “Well, then, you got lucky. You picked the one older woman who is going to outlive you by centuries and look younger than you the whole time.”
Burn relaxed as blood samples were drawn. “I am lucky. Very lucky. It’s weird. I have never seen her sleep before. Did she eat while I was here?”
“We delivered food, but more often than not, she didn’t touch it. Why?”
“She needs to eat. She gets hungry and consumes the elements that she controls.”
“Oh, that. Apparently, she lit herself on fire on your parents’ station, as if she knew she would need to top up. She hasn’t exhibited any signs since she got to Udell. Should we wake her and make her go out to eat?”
Burn grinned. “No. Let her sleep. I had no idea that she snored.”
The noise she was making made her vulnerable, made her mortal and swelled his love for her beyond any level he had anticipated. There was something about having a destructive force snoring gently after watching over him that caused a strange tripping in his heart.
The combination of volatility and protective impulses made Vexa his perfect woman. She may be older, but he had far more experience in the actual world and he looked forward to seeing which experiences they could combine in the future.
Vexa droned on in her sleep, and he stifled a laugh. If they were together long enough, he might be able to see a day where she slept in his arms and snored like that.
He could dream.
 
 



 
 
 
Author’s note
 
 
In Guardian Enjel, I went to Jela and explored their dating and mating rituals. In Deal with a Dhemon, we learned that the Dhemons are the ones with Victorian sensibilities and the mating habits of large cats.
A child of the two species is bound to be a little messed up when it comes to finding the right girl for him, so what would fit better than an ancient woman with less exposure to the worlds than a teenager.
Rain of Tears will see the last recorded clone out and walking her world as the weather witch. She has been bringing the rains for a very long time, and the chance to do something new is definitely tempting. What else could the Citadel possibly offer?
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