
        
            
                
            
        

    Needing help to free her creation, Rain turns to an agricultural specialist who has more than furrows on his mind.
 
 
After centuries of waiting, Rain has an opportunity to retrieve a creation that she designed and it means far more than a simple machine should. Her memories are wound around the weather machine and it has been used to destroy the natural order of Jarko.
When she completes her introduction to the local mayor, he ends up leaving office suddenly and his replacement is first a member of the Citadel before he is acting mayor. He is more than willing to help her with the weather machine. Of course, being from the Citadel, there will be a price, but Rain has learned that there always is when it is for something she really wants.
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Chapter One
 
 
The dust puffed up with every step Reyan took. She shook her head at the arid landscape. They had really let this place go to hell since she was last here.
Three hundred years ago, the inhabitants had begged for her help when their weather-control machine had stalled out. The rest of the world of Jarko suffered because the people of this small corner of the continent liked to screw with nature. Reyan considered it her personal mission to keep the weather patterns even so that everyone got a chance at a harvest.
The people of Nekahar were jerks, there was no doubt about it, but the predictable weather brought settlers by the hundreds.
Reyan stopped and drank some water, hitched the bottle back onto her belt and walked into the city.
The guards at the gate stopped her. “Halt, we are on water rations. If you need food or water, you will have to pay.”
She grinned. “I accept your conditions, now let me pass.”
They could only see the lower half of her face. The marks that the Ichadran scientists had designed her with were an experiment and were also worn by her younger sister, the Destroyer. Her forehead was dotted with a very feminine pattern and her cheeks were streaked with silvery tears. Combine it with her pale blue eyes with their dark blue rings and her pale lavender hair, there was only one person she could be, the Rain.
There were three worlds in this system and Jarko was where she was able to do her best because of their screwy weather system.
The guards let her in after telling her that free food and water would be available in the central arena as a method of calling the rain.
As she passed through the city, she noted the signs of poverty, the abuse of authority and the degradation of society that always came with the drought. Those who couldn’t run, rotted.
She would do what she could, but unless they let nature take its course, they were doomed to repeat the cycle.
 
“As you know, we have fallen on hard times. Our efforts to repair the weather unit have failed and help is still months away. All we can do is beg the rain to return and hope that it will stay with us until the harvest is in. One good season is all we need, so rain, if you are listening, come to us!”
Reyan milled with the other travellers who had arrived in the city. She asked the man next to her, “Do you know how often they do this?”
“They started last year when the machine first malfunctioned. When did you get in?”
“This afternoon. Why?”
“They have a special treat for newcomers, but you can only claim it once.” He moved away from her, and she could see him radiating fear.
Cocking her head, she noted the guards who had seen her in were pointing her out to arena staff.
This was what she had been waiting for. The horror that had been whispered through the nearby areas, spread by those who had run, told of brutality in an effort to bring the rain.
When the arena guards came up to her, she cocked her head politely. “What can I do for you?”
“You are the latest person to enter Nekahar city. We would give you a personal gift in thanks for your presence here.” They spoke politely but gripped her upper arms as they steered her to the stage where a mournful song was playing in an effort to call down tears from the sky.
“Hey, what?” They strapped her to a board, tilted her upside down until her head was in an empty tank.
They started to fill the tank, telling the crowd about the necessity of calling rain with death and water.
Reyan watched impassively as the water crept over her eyes, nose and mouth. She had no need to breathe constantly. It was one of the perks of being designed to survive.
She remained upside down for five minutes, making an effort to go limp in her bonds. When they tilted her upright again, she looked the announcer in the face and spewed a long stream of water at him. Reyan snapped the cuffs easily and stepped down. She pulled her hood back and glared at those around her. “You have been killing? For this rotted city?”
She shook her head. “Take me to your controllers, mayors or whatever you have this time around. Touch one more traveller and I will bring clouds, I will bring wind and there will be lightning through this city until everyone runs.”
The announcer looked confused, but she quickly gathered a cloud and brought a crack of lightning down in the arena, causing an explosion of the wall and sending dozens scurrying for their lives.
“Now, please. I am running out of patience, and I have offered you a lot already.”
She started to raise the wind. Dirt kicked up in the arena and the guards who had led her to be killed now bowed and offered to show her where she could meet their leaders.
Jarko turned but the stuffed idiots at the top remained the same. She followed the men to their mayor.
“Rain, you have come at last.”
The mayor of Nekahar was a gusher. He offered her a glass of water, and she deliberately picked her canteen off her belt and drank.
“Your little show in the arena would have killed me, as it has so many others.”
He winced. “Ah, that. Well, the populace needs to see that we are trying everything.”
“Why not hire a repair crew from one of the passing ships?” Reyan looked at the opulent surroundings.
“We have nothing to offer them. There is no bank left, no city coffers.”
Reyan looked over his clothing and noted that it was not frayed but neat and new. No stains, no tears and no marks of the endless dust that had worn its way into the clothing of almost everyone in the city. “I see. What do you expect me to do?”
He blinked at her as if she was an idiot. “Bring the rain.”
Her laugh was derisive. “If I bring the rain in the current state, the soil will wash away. All of the ditches have filled in with dust, the farms are empty and I doubt that you have any seeds left. What good would it do?”
He stiffened. “We have seeds. We have carefully tended our seed stocks, and we still have enough left to plant enough crops to feed half the current city.”
She paced and sat on the edge of his desk, flicking a button on her leather coat. “So, you have withheld planting stock on the off chance that murdering travellers would get my attention. What happened to the money?”
“We don’t need to get into that.”
“Oh, we do. Your clothing is pristine, none of the marks of prolonged exposure to dust are visible. Your office is opulent, and the water tanks hidden in the walls are completely full. Where has the money gone, Mayor Tethnib?”
“None of your business. Help us! Bring the rain!”
She picked up a paperweight and wondered how long it would take for him to hear his own voice echoing across the city through the loudspeaker system. “Why the sacrifices?”
He snorted. “To be honest, the first ones we drowned were researchers from other cities that told us the weather system should never be repaired. How could they say that when their own crops were fine?”
“I went to them to keep the balance. Your city has been messing with the natural order of things, and unless your people impeach you or dismiss you and bring someone practical to the table, I will not help to restore balance.”
He blinked and cocked his head at a sound from outside. “What is that?”
She smiled, “The roar of a crowd. I believe that you have a few minutes to clear out. I would pack carefully.”
He didn’t understand what she was saying until the doors burst open and he was hauled bodily down to the streets below. Death by trampling was an ancient death and a messy way to go, but the people of Nekahar seemed to bring it back with gusto.
 


 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
Reyan played with the ornate crystal paperweight until there was a knock at the door.
“Come in.”
A man came in, his dirty rags gave off a rather appalling scent, but his shoulders were straight and there was the gleam of intelligence in his eyes. Surprise took over his features. “You are the Rain?”
“I am. You are the new mayor?”
“Unrik Hobbs. Mayor elect or mayor by acclimation. I am not quite sure how it worked. I just know that they came to get me and told me I was the new mayor and I had to negotiate with you.”
“He had you imprisoned?”
“Me and anyone else who tried to get the people out of this city and out to the countryside where nature still ruled.”
She cocked her head and got off the mayor’s desk. “Then, take your seat and prepare to learn. This city is going to go in the direction I have tried to steer it for over three hundred years.”
He blinked and gingerly sat at the desk.
Reyan reached into her pack and unrolled the plan that she had carried with her for the last six months.
“What is this?” Unrik pointed at the large, round object drawn outside the city gates, larger than the city by half again.
“That is the new farm centre. It will be domed, sealed off from outside weather patterns and your weather machines can do what they like to run crops year round.”
He looked, nodded and dug in the desk for a pen and a straight edge. He started to measure it out and section it, making notations for crops.
“The dome can house four farming families with the equipment that is needed to run the farms. It is twenty-five kilometres across.” She kept playing with the paperweight, enjoying the glitter of light in the polished glass.
He sat back and dropped the pen. Depression cascaded over his expression. “We can’t do it. We have neither the money nor the materials to get this dome in place.”
She nodded. “Can you find four families to man the farms?”
He shrugged. “Easily. There were four families chained up next to me.”
“Good. I will make the other call. The Sector Guard will be dropping the dome in two days.”
He ran his hands through his grubby hair. “You don’t understand. What will we pay them with?”
She smiled brightly at him. “Me.”
 
Reyan was tired of constant, fussy maintenance, and she wanted a change of scenery. The Sector Guard had tracked her down, and once she reset the weather on Jarko, she would leave the people to live or die on their own and trot off to a Citadel to learn of other worlds that could use her particular touch.
Her youngest sister was now with the Citadel, and Destroyer’s note had made her smile. They enjoyed a strange relationship, Rain was designed first, but had been created second. Her aim had been nature manipulation instead of destruction. Even Elemental had been found and was now in a Citadel where she was dispatched with her partner.
If the Citadel was good enough for her sisters, it was good enough for her.
She looked out the window and called the rain. The ground would need a start with extra humidity before the dome dropped.
“You do realise that the city will now be exposed to the standard weather patterns of this area? You will always have enough food and water, but you need to alter your clothing for the wind storms that were endemic to this area before the city was built.”
“I understand.” Mayor Hobbs brushed at his clothing.
She chuckled. “There is a shower behind you to the left. I had a chance to explore earlier. If you want to change clothing, there is another panel on your right. He was tubbier and shorter than you, but they will do in a pinch. Would you like me to see if one of your voters can find you something?”
He opened the panel with the previous mayor’s clothing. “Please. It looks like a peacock barfed in here.”
She chuckled at the image and headed out the door while he headed for the shower and started scrubbing.
The guards on the outer door surprised her. “Your new mayor needs clothing that fits.”
One of them nodded and trotted away. The remaining guard stared at her. “You are really causing the rain right now?”
She shrugged. “Everyone has their talents. That is one of mine.”
“You have others?”
She grinned. “I have a wicked poker face.” She winked and returned to the mayor’s office.
Hobbs left the bathroom wearing only a towel. He stopped short when he saw her. “Rain, you are still here.”
“One of your guards is going to do some shopping for you.” She whistled and sat on the couch. “So, when were you going to tell me that you are a Citadel rep?”
He jolted. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“You are not from Jarko. The sun hasn’t beaten your skin. The latent mineral content in the food and water hasn’t whitened your nails. So, why are you here?”
Unrik paused, a smile slowly crossed his features. “You are very good. Your sisters didn’t spend much time with living beings, so no one knew how savvy you would be.”
She snorted. “Not a flattering assessment but fairly accurate. I was the only one designed for interaction with the public.” Reyan laughed. “I have people skills, though I rarely use them.”
He nodded. “Why did you wait so long to come here?”
Reyan arched her brow and began to pace. “This city has been the pain in my ass since they started with the weather machine. I have been travelling the rest of Jarko, mitigating the disaster that they created. By altering the weather patterns, they have alternately sent the rest of the world into drought or flooding. I have spent the last three hundred years pacing the land and fixing the weather as I go. I can’t keep up, so I have encouraged other continents to gather their settlements in areas that are easy to maintain until we can settle this damned city.”
“You feel very strongly about this.”
“Not only has this weather machine killed folk here, under the guise of summoning me, but it has caused starvation and disease across the rest of the world. I find that hard to forgive, but killing all the folk here just seemed a little extreme somehow.”
“So, you just got here from…”
“The northern continent. It takes me a while to walk since this city has ceased to produce or import any tech that would benefit the rest of Jarko. With the wild weather, there has been uncontrolled corrosion and destruction of the tech. This city used to be a hub of importation.” She stood next to the window and looked out over the neglected buildings through the light haze of the rain.
“Who contacted you?”
“Oh. A year ago, a shuttle landed and messengers brought a representative to me. It was a woman with a crystal around her neck. I think her name was Soul Keeper. She gave me a tiny com unit and an offer. They would provide whatever I needed to stabilize Jarko and I would offer myself to the Citadel.”
Mayor Hobb looked at her with wide eyes. “Did she know who you are?”
Reyan shrugged. “I doubt it. Few off Jarko know who or what I am. Did you know before you arrived?”
He rubbed the back of his neck. “No. I learned of you just before I was arrested. I knew about the Destroyer, but I didn’t think there was another Ichadran here.”
Reyan could taste the dust in the rain as it watered the land at long last. “Why are you here?”
“I am an agricultural specialist. I was supposed to be helping the locals build a hydroponic system that would sustain the population. Well, until the former mayor tossed me in prison. I must thank you for your timely appearance, by the way. They were about to dose me and drown me in the square.”
A knock on the door distracted them both.
Reyan walked over and opened the heavy wood door, taking the bodysuit with a smile. The guard was soaked and grinning from ear to ear. He winked and bowed low as he resumed his post at the mayor’s door.
Smiling, she closed the door and ended up face to chest with Unrik. It was a very distracting chest. “Oh. Uh, hello. Here is your clothing.”
He sighed, “Thank goodness. I was beginning to feel self-conscious.”
Without another word, he walked to the desk, dropped the towel and started getting dressed.
As quickly as she could without seeming embarrassed, Reyan went out to stare at her rain. She swallowed as she realised that the gentle sprinkle had turned into a downpour in her moment of distraction. He was a very effective distraction, so she kept her back to him while he covered up. It gave her time to reduce the rain to a more helpful and less destructive method of irrigation.
 
 


 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
The new mayor took his seat at the desk and cleared his throat. “So, where is the water table in this schematic?”
Now that he was dressed again, she could concentrate. She pointed out the markings near the dome. “The water table is here. This block is the pump, and here are the entryways.”
He nodded. “This is a well-designed plan. How long have you been planning it?”
“The initial plan began three hundred years ago, but the water table moved as the city drained their initial source, so it had to be adjusted to leave the city exposed to the elements. Are you prepared to break that to the population, Mayor Hobbs?”
He absently nodded. “Interim Mayor. I will arrange an election as soon as this is set up and running.”
“You will need to get the textiles sector up and running. They will need a weave designed in the southern reaches to repel the wind, because for the next few years, Jarko will be heaving a huge sigh and this area will take the hit.”
“You are sure that the weather will respond so violently?”
She raised one eyebrow at him. “Pretty sure. I have been doing this for a while.”
Reyan was amazed to watch colour creep into his cheeks.
“Right. I am sorry. I was unprepared to actually meet you.”
“It’s fine. I am aware I don’t look my age. Well, if you are content with the plan, shall we call the ship?”
He located the com and started punching codes until he saw her standing with her arms crossed. “Oh, right. Your call.”
“You can go first but be brief. After being drowned today, I need to recharge a little.”
Unrik blushed again and continued until he made his connection. “Hello, Relay? This is Unrik Hobbs on Jarko. I have control over Nekahar, and I have made contact with the third Ichadran.”
“Rain is there?”
The voice came clearly through the com unit.
Unrik nodded for her to answer.
Reyan stepped forward. “Yes, madam. I am here. I am ready to complete the agreement that I drafted with Soul Keeper.”
“Excellent. I will send the notice to the Argon Tak. You will have everything on your list within the day.”
Reyan was surprised. “They are that close?”
“They are in orbit. We sent a shuttle down to check on you, and they told us you were on the way to Nekahar. It was only a matter of time. Do what you have to do. We will wait for you to reset Jarko to your satisfaction.”
“Thank you, madam.”
“Call me Relay.”
“Thank you, Relay.” Reyan waved her hand to Unrik to indicate it was now his call.
“Relay, Rain has presented me with a full plan to equip Nekahar with a domed farming community. I believe that it is executable, but we will need some seeds and special crops from the agricultural archive.”
Relay’s voice was amused. “She has already requested several species that should fit the bill. They are coming down with the dome and the machinery.”
“Excellent. I look forward to their arrival.” He smiled brightly. “Um, can they bring down some bodysuits? My clothing was destroyed.”
“Of course. I am sure you will do fine. How long do you think it will take to implement the farming?”
He closed his eyes for a moment. “Less than sixty days. We should have a harvest by then and be onto our second round.”
“Good, the Argon Tak asks that you have the weather machine ready to move by tomorrow. Can you do it?”
Reyan watched as Unrik’s eyes blinked rapidly.
The second set of lids became apparent in his agitation. “Um. I don’t know.”
Reyan smiled. “Yes, it will be ready to move in four hours.”
“Excellent. I will give the ship their final instructions. Thank you for your help, Rain.”
“It is about time this planet was set to rights. I am glad it is finally happening.”
The com call ended, and Unrik’s gaze locked with hers. “Ready to go in four hours?”
“Come on, Mr. Mayor. Grab a wrench. We have work to do.” She chuckled and headed out through the huge double doors.
She heard him scramble to keep up, and by the time they exited at street level, he was next to her. “You really don’t wait around, do you?”
She chuckled. “No. There is always somewhere else to be. I did a rotation in this system until the Nekahar weather machine started up. Then, I was stuck here trying to undo the damage that it was causing to the rest of the world.”
The crowd waiting in the street cheered as they appeared.
Reyan flipped her hood back up over her head as the two guards tried to keep up with her and Unrik.
“Why are you covering your head? The water isn’t touching you.” Unrik’s words were said in a low tone as they passed through the crowd and down the street toward the weather machine.
“Force of habit. No one has this particular shade of hair on Jarko naturally, though several young women mimic it when I am passing through an area.”
“They dye their hair pink?”
“It’s lavender.” She sighed and moved to the bane of her existence and the only reason she was on Jarko. Fortunately, the weather station was central to the city hall and the mayor’s office.
The station was under guard, but a few words from the new mayor’s guards and the men stepped aside. The dome of the building was huge. It was designed to make the populace think that the machine was huge and beyond theft. It wasn’t really that large. Reyan had designed it two hundred years before it was built, and she never expected her doodled designs to be seen, let alone sold and built here.
This was the prototype, and with the help of folk over the centuries, the design had never been considered entirely successful. Reyan had felt bad when she organized guerrilla attacks on the weather machine, but the results had enabled her to keep on top of the havoc that was occurring because of her lack of judgement.
“How do you know where you are going?” Unrik was curious as he followed her through the maze of corridors that led to a small room marked Maintenance.
“I have been here before.” She didn’t want to mess with finding the administrator, so she tried the door, and when it was locked, she extended her hand and aimed a blizzard at the metal.
“What are you doing?”
“Opening the door, Mr. Questions.” It took concentration to direct cold and air, so she shifted until she was blocking his view of the door. Another minute and she heard the distinctive crack. She backed up and kicked the door with all her considerable strength. The knob shattered and the door swung inward with a bang.
The room was filled with wires, equipment and her precious weather system. Whistling, she grabbed a wrench and started on one of the bolts that anchored it to the floor. As soon as she touched it, the power drained and it hiccupped softly. “It’s okay, baby. Mom’s here.”
“It is sentient?”
“Not as much as it should be. That is my fault. I had it crippled a few years ago, and since it just crashed over a year ago, I can only imagine the struggle she was under.” Reyan worked on the opposite bolt while Unrik took up the one in between.
“How did you cripple it?”
She shrugged. “I designed in a few fail safes, but in the intervening years, they tinkered her into someone I didn’t recognize, but she still had the same bones, so I was able to work with that.”
Unrik froze. “You designed it?”
“It was one night eight hundred years ago. The Ichadrans were gone, and I was wondering what could replace me if I decided to follow them.” Reyan moved around and worked on the last bolt.
“You were thinking about death?”
“Alcohol may have been involved.” She waved off that line of discussion and kept working. “I was on Jurla and hanging around with friends when one of them brought me some paper and a pen, and I began to design her. I left the designs with Redmiril for safekeeping, and while I was gone off to Jatkil, there was a coup and his home was seized by the new government. My plans were left in their archives for years until a visiting Jarko scientist discovered them, and he bought them, taking them back to his home and promising to replicate the experiment for the new Jurla government if it was successful. He lied.”
The bolt came undone, and she whirled it loose with her hands as she had its predecessors.
She pressed icons on the wall, and as a dolly popped out and slid across the floor, she rubbed her hands together. She locked the wheels and looked to her new friend. “Will you help me lift? It’s a little fused to the block.”
“Of course.” He positioned himself on the opposite side of the weather machine, and when she gave a three count, the machine popped loose and she heard the tearing of fabric.
“Did you just rip your shirt?”
“Keep moving. This thing is heavy.” He muttered it quietly, but his face was bright pink with embarrassment, not exertion.
“It isn’t, it’s just bulky.” The urge to defend her design wasn’t lost on her. This was her child, and it was finally going to get the home it deserved.
With the weather machine settled on the dolly, she unlocked the wheels and smiled. “Shall we start the walk to the pick-up site? It is going to take a while.”
“I thought that they were coming to meet us.”
“They are, but it will be easier for them if we are not within the city limits.” She grinned and started to push her creation back the way they had come. “You might want to inform the populace what we are doing. They might get nervous otherwise.”
He blinked and looked through the doors they were approaching to the crowd outside. His cursing lingered in the air as he ran forward to explain what was happening as she pushed her beloved creation out into the public eye for the first time since it was assembled.
 
 


 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
The crowd parted for her, and she had to admit that Unrik was a fast talker. No wonder they had made him mayor.
She kept a bubble of dry air around her with absent attention as she pushed the weather machine toward the city limits with a crowd following her every move. It felt good to have her creation back in her grip. When she had replaced the missing piece of the puzzle that made up the weather machine, she would be so happy to watch it do her job.
Pride in her ability had long since faded. Her sisters were lucky that they had been given the programming to go dormant. It hadn’t been a consideration when Reyan Ikali Mar had been created since she was supposed to be perennially active, and she lived each day from dawn to dusk just like everyone else, only her count of days never ended.
Her first days were on Ichadra, mastering her skills until they realised the mess that she was making of their eco system. She was sent to an unnamed world that was being bio-formed, and there, she mastered the power that the Ichadra had imbued her with.
Once she was under control of her abilities, she was returned home, and she spent a few decades helping to improve the output of the farms of Ichadra before she asked to be set free.
The Elemental was alredy off on Ki, the Destroyer was in the design stages and the researchers saw nothing wrong with allowing their goddess of nature to leave. It wasn’t like they could really stop her, but she wanted to abide by their wishes.
She had bumped around the sector for a while until she ended up in this system, and she hadn’t left since. It was occasionally fun to be an urban legend in most of the cities in the system. She came when she was needed, and if it weren’t for this situation on Jarko, she would have attended any number of famines and monsoons in the last several hundred years, but she just couldn’t leave the population of Jarko at the mercy of her design.
It took her over an hour to push the weather machine through the city streets, but by the time she exited the gates, quite a few locals were following her. Guards followed her, and she reached inside her jacket to set off a beacon.
The unit chirped twice and she smiled. They were on their way. She whistled again, a song that she had heard a long time ago. It was a composition that her friend Redmiril had written for her, a complex melody that sounded like hail and rain tapping on a window while wind whistled past.
She missed her friends as time passed. It was something that she never got used to, so she made it a point to keep parts of them around in her mind. Music, favourite foods, ideal colour for a sunset, all those thoughts ran through her mind endlessly, and she used them to keep the people she had loved in her life close to her. Keeping them in her memories was all she could do. They usually died when they were worlds away from her, and she returned to their homes only to find them gone. It was the burden of someone designed for immortality. She would outlive all those she loved, and there was nothing she could do about it.
Unrik came up behind her and addressed the crowd once again, assuring them that the weather machine would be repaired and that their crops would soon flourish once again, albeit in a slightly different format.
Reyan reached into the top of her boot and gave a sharp tug. The long metal spoke quivered in her grip. Humming idly and ignoring the new mayor’s attempts at damage control, she slide the metal spoke into the machine, and it chirped happily.
Running her fingers across the controls, she shut it down. It needed a full reboot, and she needed it to be in place when that happened.
She hopped up and sat on top of the machine as the slow, steady rain fell everywhere but on her.
Mayor Hobbs looked at her. “What are you doing?”
“Waiting. I have signalled the ship, and they are sending a shuttle to move the unit into place.” She kicked her feet idly. “Now, I wait.”
A squeal drew her attention, and two children burst from the crowd, chasing each other until the smaller of the two skidded face first into the mud.
Reyan scowled. She hopped off the weather unit and went to the little girl who seemed very confused about why the ground was sticking to her.
“Hello, sweetheart. Are you muddy?”
The little one looked up wide-eyed and blinked, trying to see into Reyan’s hood.
Sighing, she flicked her hood back and let the toddler look.
The little girl held out her muddy dress, and her lower lip wobbled.
“Can I fix it?” Reyan waited.
The little girl looked to the crowd, and she nodded quickly.
With her hands outstretched, she created a warm, gentle rain out of her palms and coasted her hands down the mud, inches from the child’s body. When she was clean, Reyan used the heat of a mild southern wind to dry the girl from head to toe. “Be careful in the rain. The ground is muddy, and it will get you wet and messy if you fall again.”
The little girl looked down at the floral print that covered her dress, and she beamed before she ran back to her mother.
The older girl was standing nearby with her eyes wide.
Reyan formed a snowball and handed it to her. “Go throw this at a boy.”
The girl smiled and sprinted back through the crowd until the shout of, “Hey!” came out of the mass of bodies.
Chuckling, Reyan returned to her machine and popped back on top of it.
Unrik was looking at her carefully. “You didn’t have to do that.”
“She would have started crying, and I hate to hear children sobbing.” She shrugged.
He smiled. “Of course you do. When will the shuttle arrive?”
She felt a tremor in the atmosphere. “It’s here.”
Out of the clouds, providing the rain the silver sheen of lights, it came into view. The shuttle came in and hovered above her, the downdraft causing the crowd to back away.
She waited, and the grapple extended until she could attach it to the machine. “I will be back once this is in place. I need to confirm the site.”
Mayor Hobbs realised what she was saying, and he cleared his throat. “I will join you.”
“No, you won’t. Your people need you to explain what we are doing and that means that one of us has to stay here so it doesn’t look like we are stealing their machine. You do your mayor thing, and I will be back in a few hours. I should return by moonrise. Sooner if the shuttle gives me a lift back.”
He nodded, but his lips were tight, and she knew she was going to get an earful when she returned.
She touched the signal chip inside her jacket again, and the shuttle lifted off, hauling her into the sky before heading off to the dome site.
Life was getting interesting, and she did so love being interested. It made the time pass quickly.
 
 


 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
The shuttle did indeed give her a lift back to Nekahar after she had anchored the weather machine at the site and confirmed that the water table was where she had last measured it. It was good. The dome was a go.
She returned to the city and made her way to the mayor’s office immediately.
Unrik was sitting at his desk and rubbing his eyes.
“Evening. Everything is in place, and the dome will be lowered within the day, centred on the weather station.”
“You just left it there?”
“Of course. I mean, it is anchored to a rock plate underneath it, so they would need to pull up a few tons of rock to shift it, but it should be fine.”
He blinked, and she saw those inner lids again. They were not standard on the species in this system, but then, he was a Citadel member, so she had no idea where his origin point was.
“How did you anchor it?”
She grinned, “I used the anchors that I designed. They were designed to pierce and lock into anything under them. Having a mobile weather unit is not safe.”
He rubbed at his eyes again. “I would have to agree.”
“Why are you rubbing your eyes?”
“I am dehydrated. It is a pretty common situation when I travel. I come from a much more humid environment.”
She twisted her lips, and a thick cloud of vapour surrounded him. He had been under stress, and he needed more water than he was taking in.
“Why aren’t you drinking more water?”
“There is still a shortage on. The rain has only begun to replenish the tanks. I won’t drink carelessly until everyone can.”
“They are Ukirns. They don’t need as much water as you do to survive and remain healthy. Where are you going to sleep?”
He gestured to his couch. “Over there.”
“Lie down, and I will keep you wrapped in humidity. I am pulling it from the air, and I am providing it to the air, so consider it my gift from me to you.”
He blearily got up and staggered to the couch. She knit a column of air and water around him, and his breathing immediately eased.
She spoke to a new guard and whispered a request for a cot and a cold meal if he could arrange one. Even extra rations would be good.
He nodded and disappeared.
She sat on the window ledge and watched Nekahar at night while Unrik slept. There were parties all over the city, dancing, celebrating and laughter that she could just hear in the distance. They were getting water, but the rain was going to stop soon, and they needed to work on what to do next. Without manipulative and greedy leadership, this city might soon regain its status as the entryway to Jarko. That would enable more trade, more visitors and an increase in commerce. Nekahar was not a tourist trap, but it was a very attractive gateway when it was all clean and shining.
Jarko was usually the first world passed on a ship’s way into the system. It was important to put on a good face and get trade going again. Having a reliable food source would be a great first step.
A light noise came from the couch, and she increased the humidity in the fog bank she had created for him.
She moved behind the mayor’s desk and brought up the computer records, reading up on the political prisoners and their time for incarceration. Unrik had, indeed, been in the prison for six months. She winced at how thirsty his body must have been.
Nine other prisoners were listed from approximately the same time. Four were still alive, and she guessed that they had been released from custody. Two were tech mechanics and one was a weather specialist. The occupation of the fourth was not mentioned.
She made a note of the names on a small piece of paper and checked on what Unrik had done to her plans.
He had divided the domed farms into segments of complementary plant cultures. The ship was bringing several colonies of pollinators, and the farm was arranged so that the insects would cover the entire span strategically. Colony overlap would be inevitable, but it was minimized in case of trouble.
Reyan went over what he had decided was appropriate for the soil, and she made a few adjustments based on the species she had requested when there was a knock at the door.
She answered and waved the young men in, putting a finger across her lips as Unrik snorted and rolled over. They set up the cot and tiptoed out of the mayor’s office, closing the door softly on the way out.
Reyan settled on the cot and closed her eyes. She didn’t need to sleep, but it made it easier to keep track of weather patterns in the region and to keep what she was doing from having any catastrophic effects on anyone else.
Moving weather was a tricky business. If she didn’t calculate the warming and cooling properly, someone else’s settlement could be washed away. Fortunately, she was very good at what she had learned to do, though learning it had been a hair-raising experience for those around her.
 
She sat up when Unrik grunted and started muttering to himself. Dawn was peeking through the window, and she got to her feet, stretching a little before dissipating the fog she had him in.
He looked larger than he had the night before. She blinked. “Did you get bigger?”
He glared at her in the manner of all those who were not morning people. “I am Shithikan. I absorb water and can store it for months.”
“Like a sponge.”
His scowl indicated he was not flattered by the comparison. “I maintain a skeletal structure, but it flexes as the rest of me does.”
Reyan hid her grin as he stretched, and the clothing that had barely fit him the night before split along every seam. The beacon in her jacket had chirped the night before, so she was not surprised to see robed Citadel personnel waiting for them in the reception room outside the office. Reyan went first and kept the door tight for the sake of Unrik’s modesty or at least hers.
The young man got to his feet, and the young woman extended a bundle to Reyan. “This is for Specialist Hobbs.”
“I really hope it is clothing.”
The woman grinned. “It is. It will change shape with him.”
“Fabulous. Back in five minutes.” She returned to the office where Unrik was still picking shreds off his body. “They brought you a present.”
He walked over to her with nothing on his body but the dark wave of hair that kept flipping into his eyes. She had to admit that yes, every part of him increased in size when he was hydrated. It was something to keep in mind.
 
 


 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
A small skimmer was waiting in front of the mayor’s office, and Unrik boarded, extending his hand to help her in. She kept the rolled schematic with her as they lifted off, and she slid against him, her thigh colliding with his.
He balanced her by putting an arm around her shoulders as they approached the site and neither of them commented on it. Unrik broke the tension. “How long will it take to fix the machine?”
She shrugged. “How long will it take until they get the power grid set up? If they work on that, I will work on the other.”
The machine was ready to go. She just wanted to make one alteration that would make sure it couldn’t be used outside its purview in the future. Reyan had to have a talk with it.
As the skimmer set down with the weather machine in the distance, the male asked Unrik, “Specialist, is this where it goes?”
Reyan gave him an imperceptible nod.
The current mayor of Nekahar nodded. “Yes, mark this position and get out of the way.”
The female grinned. “You should have asked the Rain, Tombo.”
The male blinked and then looked to Reyan in surprise. “You are the Rain?”
“I am. Expecting someone older?”
He blushed and nodded.
“Don’t worry. It happens a lot.” She gave him a polite smile. She hadn’t pulled her hood up this morning, so her pale hair was gleaming in the dim light.
The skimmer dropped a beacon, and the female flew them away from the drop zone.
They all looked skyward as the collapsed form of the dome appeared.
The moment the four shuttles came down together, Reyan held her breath. It was now or never to have her dream become reality. The folded segments would unfurl slowly until they connected and the small doors around the exterior would allow them inside the moment it was closed. The hinge point was supporting the centre of the dome while the rest telescoped out.
As the shuttles lined up and lowered the starting point on the beacon, Reyan gripped Unrik’s hand as tight as she could while the first segments began to unfold.
She held her breath as the dome of Nekahar slowly went from theory to reality.
Her body clenched as the segments passed the halfway point, and they lifted the dome by the locked pieces as the weight bore down into the dirt. Grapples shot out, and it seemed that the Citadel had matters in hand. It didn’t make Reyan any less nervous.
The final piece slid into place with a click, and the shuttles moved together to set the dome on the ground. “It’s down. Head for the entrance.”
The female piloting moved the skimmer and dropped them next to the reinforced gateway in the dome. Reyan palmed the door, and she stepped inside to open the cargo door with the inner controls. She waved the skimmer in and gave her next order. “To the weather unit.”
The skimmer took off before she was sitting, and she was thrown onto Unrik. “Pardon me.”
He caught her and held her against him until the pilot slowed the skimmer down. “Not a problem.”
She looked up into his features, and he was amused.
“You are very bossy, Rain.”
“I have had a long time to practice, and in women of any age, it is called being assertive.”
“I stand corrected.”
“You are sitting.”
“Semantics.”
She grinned. It had been a long time since she was able to banter with someone. When you lived as long as she did, you either gave up on relationships or you went mad with grief. She had tried both, and now, she kept most of her contact with people on a business basis.
“The bodysuit looks much better than the tattered remains of your clothing.” She tried to switch the conversation to something less pressing than his hand around her waist and why she wasn’t getting off his lap.
“Thank you. They are designed for operatives who need protection from the elements.”
Reyan laughed. “My sister is elsewhere, you are safe.”
He smiled. “I mean standard weather patterns and soil conditions.”
They halted before she could hit him with lightning.
 
It took six days to bring in soil from other continents, mulch and set up the homesteads with kits brought in by shuttle. Inside the city, there were weatherproofing squads who were installing windshields and solar units under the supervision of Citadel staff.
The city was preparing to be buffeted by natural weather patterns, and those who wished to stay were given all the help that could be managed and more would be offered. Apparently, the Citadel was eager to make sure that Rain was not required on Jarko again.
Rain was playing with the weather station, making it as tamperproof as she could. With soil, compost and mulch beds high, the venting was tested on a daily basis with the sun beating down on the dome. Today, they were moving farmers and farm equipment into the dome, so the weather machine’s time had come.
“It’s okay, baby. Those mean men won’t use you anymore. You know the rules. Only me.”
The lights came on and flicked in slow, even patterns as a light cloud cover misted the inside of the dome. Light wind picked up and stirred the air, lowering the temperature to a comfortable level.
“That’s my girl. You are more than I could have hoped for.”
A bright beam of sunlight cascaded over Reyan. Her heart softened, and she stroked the machine. “I love you too, baby. With that little addition, I am with you always, but they need me to do more of our kind of work on other worlds, but you know that already, don’t you?”
The sunlight flickered as a cloud moved to block it.
“Don’t fuss. Know that I am very proud of you. I always have been. If I am lucky, you may one day have a new sister, and I will still love you just as much. You are going to bring life and protect not only the people within the dome but those outside the dome. No one can ever hold this facility hostage. You are its guardian, and you are equipped to defend it. I know you will do me proud.”
She stroked the housing, thinking about the man who had inspired it. Redmiril had been a musician, a scholar, lover and friend. They had twenty years together before she had been called elsewhere, and by the time she returned, he was gone and his family was as well. Having a loved one die when you couldn’t be there had given her a peculiar type of pain. Not knowing that he had died had ripped her heart out and hearing that her design was being used on another world gave her a piece of him back.
Leaving that piece of him was going to hurt, but knowing what her machine was doing on a daily basis to restart an economic system and heal a world was an amazing legacy for her memory.
She patted the machine again and smiled as a tear tracked down her cheek to connect with the housing. The metal should not have absorbed it, but it did, and a slow rain began to fall while a beam of light cascaded through the clouds to cover Reyan. Music came from the weather machine, a symphony that sounded like wind, rain, snow and lightning.
Reyan began to laugh, looking up into the light as rain that she hadn’t called fell all around her.
“Rain, is everything all right? You said you wouldn’t start the rain until the plants were in.”
Reyan turned to see Unrik and hundreds of volunteers standing in the gentle rain. “It wasn’t me. I was just sharing a memory, and the machine gave me this moment and this music.”
A woman from the watchers nodded. “It’s the Reyan Ikali Mar symphony. We tried to learn it in school. No master has been able to execute the entire work.”
The crowd from Nekahar were silent, listening to every note.
The woman approached and whispered, “Where did you get the entire score? Only pieces of it have ever been found.”
Reyan smiled and stroked the housing again. “It was encoded into her schematics. He loved to doodle along the edges of my designs. He composed in binary, so it is entirely possible that they gave her the symphony without knowing what it was.” She knew that he had put it on her schematics to show her when she returned, but she hadn’t, not in his lifetime.
The music soared and twisted through the air, filling the entire expanse of the dome. They stood together for an hour, sharing music that had not been heard since it was composed.
When it was over, everyone was smiling and the rain had stopped. Daylight began to dry the earthen beds that were ready for planting.
Reyan stepped down and grinned. “Who is here to get dirty?”
The crowd raised their hands, and Unrik pretended that she didn’t still have tears on her cheeks. “We are ready. Let’s begin.”
 
 


 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
Specialist Hobbs’s talent became apparent the moment that the first block of seeds had been sown. In an effort to get as much fresh produce into the market as possible, he was using his talent to force the first crop. The stalks would be composted and mulched back into the soil in an effort at enrichment, and no additional crops would be sown in until six months had passed.
Unrik plunged his hands into the dirt where the seeds had landed, and while the rest of the volunteers were planting, he worked to bring plants to ripeness. He paused when the flowers showed and pulled his hands from the soil.
A Citadel member walked in with a box that hummed and set it down. “I will help them along a bit.”
Reyan stood and raised an eyebrow. “Animal control?”
It was their female pilot from the first day. “Insect, less control, more nudging. They agree to assist provided that they be given more flowers tomorrow.”
Unrik grinned. “I can do that.”
Reyan noted that he was shorter, so she idly wrapped him in fog cloud.
He chuckled. “Thank you, Rain.”
“You are welcome.”
He returned his hands to the soil and the flowers bloomed. He jerked his hands out of the soil, and the pilot removed the top of the box, letting a column of insects out to visit the flowers and exchange the pollen from one to another.
Reyan smiled and continued to scatter seeds with the rest of the volunteers, maintaining the fog around Unrik’s body so that he didn’t use all of his personal stores to start the next crop.
The machine must have been watching, because it watered the seeds that had yet to be sprouted to ease Unrik’s work but kept the water off the bugs that were still working.
Reyan flicked her wrist and scattered seeds over a wide area, moving quickly and covering as much ground as she could. Others followed her example, and soon, they were onto the next patch and the next seed.
There was no way that they would be able to seed a field larger than a city in a day, but they could and did get a variety of foods started under the new dome. The farming families were moving in, but they would only be the gatekeepers of the farms. The families would rotate out to the city every three years to keep the balance of power. The farmers also needed the labour for harvesting, so there would be no chance of them holding the crops hostage.
Mind you, if anyone did try to withhold crops, they would soon find themselves on the pointy end of a lightning bolt. No one needed to know that, but it made Reyan feel secure to know that she wasn’t enriching only a small portion of the population of Nekahar.
The machine followed them with a light, nourishing rain every time they finished a segment. It took them two weeks, but when every seed had been sown, there were three different vegetables and two fruits ready for harvest.
Reyan was amused and entertained watching the children of Nekahar running through the fields and returning with armloads of vegetables, wide eyes and big grins.
The community needed this change more than she had imagined, but it was bittersweet that her part in it was coming to a close.
They had food that could be rotated seasonally and some crops had been jump started while others would come into their own in a few weeks.
Unrik walked up next to her and smiled. “The election is tomorrow. After they vote in my replacement, it would be my honour to escort you to the Citadel you are assigned to.”
She smiled back and nudged his hip with hers. They had become used to each other physically, and it was nice to have this closeness with someone who understood what she actually was. They still slept in the mayor’s office and took meals together, when they remembered to eat.
“It’s exciting, isn’t it?” She smiled. “I have enjoyed this time.”
“I have as well. Which Citadel are you being invited to?”
She chuckled. “Morganti. It looks like I will be meeting Relay face to face eventually.”
“Fascinating. I happen to have an invitation to take a post at Morganti. The Sector Guard there specializes in natural disasters, and it is right up my alley.” He slipped his arm around her waist as he often did.
She chuckled. “That is a strange coincidence. I wonder what the odds are that you would have an offer from the place I am being posted.”
“Pretty good. I made the call two weeks ago.” He turned her in his arms. “Do you mind?”
She stroked the hard line of his jaw and rubbed at the smudge of dirt on his cheek. Unable to resist the temptation, she leaned up and kissed him.
Sunlight danced around them as he held her tight, and their lips continued to make contact. Music swelled, and Reyan leaned back with a laugh.
Unrik stroked her cheek. “What does that music mean? Why does the Reyan Ikali Mar symphony mean something to you?”
She sighed and closed her eyes. “It was written for me by my friend and lover. He started it after I designed the weather machine, and he apparently completed it after I left to attend another drought on the next world.”
He frowned. “What happened when you returned?”
“He was dead and had been for over fifty years. I met with what survived from his family and laid flowers and offerings at his tomb.” She smiled softly. “He was a well-loved composer. There were many other offerings to him, so mine joined them.”
“So, you loved him and he died?”
“No, I loved him and I lived. I don’t keep track of time the way others do. I came back after his lifetime had expired, and I didn’t even notice how much time had passed. There was always another mission, another disaster to attend. I even walked his world a few times, but there was always something to call me away.”
He cupped her jaw and kissed her. “Well, there is one solution to that.”
“What? I have tried living alone. It gets very boring.”
He chuckled. “No, to travel from disaster to disaster with your lover or partner if you prefer. I am offering myself for either position or both if possible.”
She blinked. “That is very blunt.”
“What is your answer?”
She cocked her head. “Well, we do seem to work well together. I do enjoy your company and our talents are complementary. I agree.”
He blinked. “That is very blunt.”
She patted his cheek. “You are on a life span. I don’t want to waste any of your time.”
Unrik kissed her, and she laughed when he lifted her and shouted happily.
It seemed he was good with whatever time he could offer her, and if he was fine with it, she would find a way to deal with their inevitable parting when it happened, for now, it seemed that they had a future together.
Music swelled again, laughter and applause broke out all over the fields, and Unrik refused to stop grinning. It seemed they were going to Morganti Citadel as soon as Nekahar had a new mayor.
 
 


 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
 
Leaving Jarko was surprisingly hard. It had been more home to her than any other world since Ichadra.
The new mayor was wearing some of the new official Nekahar clothing—a tunic, trousers, boots and a wide fabric scarf that could easily be pulled up to fend off wind or sun. The weaving centres were already making the clothing with fibres traded from the nearby Karok prefecture in exchange for three free calls to the Citadel.
Reyan was starting with a heavy ledger, but she was positive that she could earn her way out in short order.
“Thank you, Ancient Rain, for coming when we needed you. Your help and offer to encase yourself in servitude for our continuing prosperity will not be forgotten. Every year, this day shall be known as Rain Day and every attempt will be made to execute the symphony in your honour.”
She laughed and bowed. “It was my pleasure to correct an error that I made eight hundred years ago. Sometimes, you need to stay even if the world is going to hell around you. Treat the dome and the weather machine gently, and they will provide for you.”
Mayor Ar smiled. “We will. Should anyone try to abuse what you have given, we will rise up and defend them.”
The crowd roared in agreement.
Reyan leaned forward and whispered, “Good, because if you hurt my machine, I will come and dust storms will be the least of your problems.”
The mayor paled slightly, but he nodded. “We will honour what has been bestowed. Feel free to check on us anytime.”
“Oh, I will.” Reyan pecked him on the cheek and took Unrik’s hand as they left the exposed conference room that now featured outside the mayor’s office.
All public meetings were now literally held in public. Watchers could comment after any debates and keep in touch with what was going on in Nekahar. The area for the port was marked out and new structures were in the design stages. The town was tearing down the old and rebuilding the new with a nod to the weather that now embraced them.
Reyan asked Unrik, “Do you think they will be all right?”
“I think they will try, and there is nothing else you can ask of them. Each time you try, you either succeed or fail, but your character is determined by your willingness to keep trying.”
She smiled at that piece of wisdom. “You sound much older than you look.”
He chuckled. “And you sound younger than you are. I can’t even imagine what you have seen and what you have done, but through it all, you have kept a sense of humour and a willingness to work with those who need just a little help.”
She shrugged. “Helping them costs me nothing but time. I enjoy the work. It is all I have had for a very long time.”
He wrapped his arm around her. “Not for much longer.”
They entered the shuttle, and as the door shut her off from the air of Jarko, there was that moment of panic when she felt she couldn’t breathe, but it faded in a few moments.
She settled into a seat and waved at the pilot. “Hello.”
The woman grinned. “I am Pilot Leahki. I will be flying you to Morganti. Have you engaged in jumps before?”
“I have, well, the primitive ones. Don’t worry. Space travel holds no mysteries for me.”
Unrik sat next to her as the engines powered up. “I have never asked you, where did you come by such an interesting fashion sense?”
She laughed. “I came by it via trial and error. With the weather, I think leather is a good choice for outerwear, and this material is made on Jatkil.” She plucked at her shirt.
“What about the metal? I would have thought it would attract lightning.”
She laughed. “I learned what would and wouldn’t through trial and error. It was a detailed process, and I paid close attention. I was highly motivated.”
He smiled and held her hand. “I can imagine you would be. The designs on your buckles are fascinating.”
Reyan caressed the buckle on her belt with a sad smile. “Designed by Yrutha Wil of Jurla. She has been gone for five hundred years.”
“How do you have the buckle?”
“She drafted dozens of designs for me. Each was functional, but I have only had a few made into actual objects. The knife in my boot is one of my favourites.”
He blinked. “You carry a knife in your boot?”
“Well, I used to carry it between my breasts, but the handle stuck out.” She scowled and pulled the artistic object in question out so he could see it.
He took it with the masculine interest that it deserved and pulled it from its sheath.
She snickered when he stuck himself and took the blade away from him, cleaning it before she re-sheathed it.
“Where else do you have blades? I haven’t seen you shower, but you don’t smell like you don’t bathe.” He blurted out observations and questions that had obviously been on his mind for several weeks.
“Oh, as a side effect of my talent, I don’t have sweat glands. I simply secrete and absorb water from the air. No sweat. Literally. If my shirt gets dirty, I just give off more water. The leather is cleaned with air and humidity. Cleaning my clothing is another thing that took practice.”
“So, you don’t bathe?”
“Of course I do. I just need a room of my own and a few changes of clothing to engage in that kind of routine. No sense in smelling pretty when you climb into the same leathers again.”
He shrugged. “Bathing is a ritual for my people. We do it at every opportunity.”
Reyan laughed. “You will hate Morganti then. From what I was told, it has the same feel as Nekahar city.”
“Ah well, I will have to look forward to more tropical assignments. We are registered as a team now, by the way.”
She chuckled. “I expect no less. Do you always dress in greens and browns?”
He sighed. “No, these colours are assigned to you when they determine what your focus is. I am an agricultural specialist, so brown and green are the choices.”
“What about the weather?”
“I think you get to pick your own clothing. You are a master by the way. Weather Master Reyan Ikali Mar. It has quite the ring to it.”
Reyan smirked. “I outrank you. Age has its privileges.”
“You are better at your job than I am. That is why you are given master classification.”
“How long have you been in the Citadel?” It was her turn to ask questions.
“Seventy years. My kind don’t age rapidly so look forward to my tormenting you for a very, very long time.”
She looked into his face, his dark eyes, the dark wings of his brows and the amused curve of his lips in skin that was tanned with a hint of green. “If that is a threat, you need to work on your delivery.”
He lifted one of her hands to his lips. “I will practice at every opportunity.”
 
 


 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
 
Seeing a woman flying next to the shuttle and waving a greeting as they descended brought a surreal effect to the entire planet.
Unrik was sleeping with his head on her shoulder, so Reyan waved carefully with her left hand, and the woman gave her a thumbs up before flying away. Pilot Leahki was right, the uniforms on Morganti were something special. The black glittering suit of the flying woman had been covered with lines of studs that accentuated her figure and left the observer in no doubt that the costume contained a female.
Reyan could live with that kind of a suit.
The lights of the Citadel were visible over the pilot’s shoulder.
Reyan stroked Unrik’s face and woke him up. “I think we are here.”
His eyes opened slowly, and he smiled as he sat up. “Good. I am looking forward to solid ground under my feet again.”
She chuckled. “We have only been in flight for a day.”
“It was long enough. The months since I landed on Jarko have been long and being back in the embrace of the Citadel is going to be refreshing.”
Reyan laughed. “I will take your word for it. I am just looking forward to someone else arranging my travel for me. New clothing that can stand up to my talent would be good as well.”
Unrik stretched where he sat. “You have very simple needs.”
“I do. The first two hundred years teach you what you need to be happy. After that, it comes down to a matter of choice.”
The shuttle settled with a soft thud. Their pilot smiled brightly. “We are here, and there is a gathered group waiting for you.”
Unrik groaned as he got to his feet and helped Reyan to hers.
She sighed. “I expected nothing less.”
Unrik rubbed his eyes, looking like an almost-seven-foot child. “I need some more rest.”
She patted him on the arm. “I am sure that they will show you your quarters and let you rest.”
Unrik wrapped an arm around her waist. “I had hoped to have some private time with you.”
For the last few days, they had danced around the idea of intimacy but had finally agreed that privacy was a necessary component. Unrik had been looking forward to having private quarters at the Citadel Morganti with a determined focus.
“We have time. That is not the problem. Let them ask me what they want to ask me, and then, we can have some time together.” She drew him down to her by tugging on his shoulders, her mouth touched his softly and he trembled against her.
“It had better be soon.” He ran his hands down her back, and she chuckled.
Their pilot cleared her throat, and a few seconds later, they were on their way out the door, greeting the folk who waited for them.
The flying woman was standing there with a grin on her features. “Hello, Rain. I am Carella or Star Breaker if you prefer. Fixer has asked that you come in for a fitting for a custom suit.”
A male standing next to her scowled. “I am Turnari, head of Citadel Morganti. Welcome, Weather Master Rain. Welcome, Specialist Hobbs.”
Unrik spoke. “Thank you for the welcome. Are you needing anything from me, Star Breaker?”
The woman smiled. “No, Specialist. Thank you for the offer, but your specs are already on file. Fixer has a wind tunnel she wants to try out, and Rain is the perfect talent to test it. Do you need some rest, Master Rain?”
Reyan shook her head. “I would like to get any suiting up out of the way, so we can go immediately if you do not object, Master Turnari?”
She waited, and the man fought whatever was going on in his mind. He nodded his head. “Master Rain, please accompany Star Breaker to the Guard Base. I look forward to speaking with you upon your return to Citadel Morganti.”
Star Breaker stepped forward and put her arms around Reyan. “Hold on. Don’t worry, Turnari, I will have her back before dark.”
There wasn’t the feeling of being lifted, but rather, gravity ceased to have an effect on Reyan as the strange woman flew her rapidly to the sprawling base several kilometres away.
Reyan was shocked as a Moreski noblewoman walked toward her across the tarmac. “Master Rain. I am pleased to meet you.”
“Fixer, I gather?”
“Indeed, but call me Mala. I have to confess that I am very curious about you.”
The woman was the friendliest Moreski that Reyan had ever met. “I am developing an extreme curiosity about you as well.”
They clasped hands, and there was a small spark as power collided on a molecular level.
Mala laughed. “I did wonder about that. My grandmother gave me a book, and they mentioned the repulsion between Moreski and Ichadra.”
“It was designed in with the genes that caused the rainbow effect. It was so no Ichadran could meet a Moreski without either knowing what the other was. The species did not get along.”
“You know about that?”
“I was given a full Ichadran history education before I left. I know more secrets about my people than anyone in the known worlds. Funny thing is that no one ever asks.” She laughed and followed Fixer inside.
“Well, my father was a noble, but he wasn’t a jackass. He left his family and married my mother, having me. My talent alone would have gotten me destroyed on Moreski.”
Reyan nodded. “Oh, call me Reyan, by the way. Rain is a description of my job.”
Mala grinned. “Well, Reyan, take this suit, get behind that screen and change. After you are dressed, we will take you to the testing area.”
The next few hours were spent fitting the suit and then subjecting it to lightning strikes. When Mala had come up with a combination that she was satisfied with, Reyan produced her knife and belt, asking for the designs to be incorporated into the suit.
Mala rose to the challenge, and soon, the suit was a deep blue fading to grey and back again with swirling patterns based on the icons that had been designed for Reyan so long ago.
The end result rendered Reyan speechless. She turned and hugged Mala, ignoring the sparks along the contact points. Mala returned the hug.
“You may want to get yourself some Masuo to act as boots, but I will leave that up to you. From what I have heard, you keep more contact with the ground than your sisters do.”
Rain chuckled. “I do. I walk the land and call the skies. It is what I was designed for.”
“Do you know how to pilot a shuttle?”
“I do. I rarely have to though. I try to pay for my travels.”
Mala looked at her curiously. “No offense, but how can you earn money when you just use your talent to effect the weather?”
Rain laughed. “I fill swimming pools.”
“What?”
“You heard me. I create a localized storm and fill swimming pools. It takes me a while, but eventually, I do enough to get me off to the next world.”
Mala giggled. “You are enterprising.”
“Oh, I am. I have also herded animals, created skating environments in mountain gullies and helped balloonists. Anything to get me closer to the goal of the next world. It is why the Citadel offer was so agreeable. Having unlimited transport was far too tempting.”
Mala looked around and whispered. “How are you enjoying your partner?”
“Why are you whispering?”
Fixer scowled. “Because my husband or one of my daughters can be lurking around any corner. He hides in shadows, and she is just invisible when she chooses to be.”
“You have children?”
“Three. Twin girls and a boy. We don’t know which one of us he takes after yet or if he has something unique to him.” There was nothing but pride in her features. Mala cleared her face and asked, “So, how are you getting along with him?”
“Well, he is going to be a little upset with me when I return. Tonight was our first night with complete privacy, and he is going to be twitchy when I arrive and have to spend time talking to Turnari.” Reyan paused. “We are a good match. He knows what I am and what it means.”
Mala’s features took on an understanding cast. “I know how good that feels, so I wish you luck with him. Feel free to come over here for lunch anytime you are stationed at the Citadel. I love talking to others, and I think my girls will love the sparks when you touch their little hands.”
Reyan groaned. “You don’t want me to zap them repeatedly, do you?”
“No, because the moment they figured out it was a two-way street, you would never have a moment of peace.”
She laughed. “I have had enough peace. I am looking forward to a little disturbance of that peace.”
Mala waved her hands. “Don’t say that too loud. It tends to be answered.”
Giggling, Reyan sat across from her host and shared a pot of tea while Mala replaced the calories that she had burned during the customization, and they waited for Carella to finish whatever she was doing and return to collect Reyan.
When the sunlight went red, Mala asked, “Did you just want to take a standing skimmer?”
“Will that upset Carella?”
“No. She will be a bit embarrassed, but she will get over it. It will give her an excuse to take a flight over to the Citadel to speak with you and apologize if she wishes to.” Mala shrugged and led the way to her more mechanical offerings.
“This is my newest standing unit. I am designing it so that you can fit enough for all shuttle members on one trip with a few spares that can be carried. Rescue missions are taking up a lot of our work, so this comes up frequently.”
Reyan took a look at the small base with the forward controls. “Have you considered making it a back bracer with the controls on the arms? It would aid stability.”
“Well, this one is a prototype, so give me a minute to make those adjustments.” Fixer pressed her hands to the unit, and the metal sleeked and extended. “I went with the forward controls for a larger-sized passenger, but for a custom unit, there is nothing wrong with the back-bracing method.”
The alterations kept Reyan’s attention until she saw Mala flapping her hand at the door.
Reyan turned just in time to see the black sparkle of Carella’s suit disappear.
“Am I an experiment? A crash dummy?”
Mala smiled as she finished. “No, but you are one of the only people I have met who is willing to consider flying on this. It is perfectly stable, but I need a test pilot, and my husband won’t let me do it myself.”
Reyan stepped into place with her original clothing bundled into a small pack on her back. The skimmer powered up with a light touch, and the controls were intuitive. “Well, Mala. Thank you for an interesting afternoon. Tomorrow, I will send you a breakdown of any changes that should be made.”
“Have a good flight, and you are most welcome for the afternoon. I thought your kind were a myth or at least an exaggeration.” Mala winked and waved her off.
With her body as relaxed as it could be, Reyan moved the controls slightly, and she shot out of the hangar workshop and across the tarmac.
An evil grin struck her as she shot over the edge of a drop-off and remained at a steady height. Forward motion was steady, her body provided most of the directional changes, and when she leaned back, the unit climbed.
She kept the wind from messing up her hair or getting bugs in her teeth, but the rest of her body felt the tugging and pressure. The suit was insulating but not to the point of numbness.
She flew herself across the span between the two facilities and settled the new skimmer in the front entryway of the Citadel, powering it off and flipping it over one shoulder.
She waved down a passing woman in robes. “Where can I find the director’s office?”
Bemused, the woman took in the bodysuit and the gadget and smiled. “End of the hall, to the lift, fifth floor.”
“Thank you.” Whistling the symphony, Reyan went to meet her new boss.
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
 
Turnari was polite, charming and completely in awe of Reyan. She sighed.
“Master Turnari, I am delighted to be here, will be only too happy to lecture on weather control and extended lifespans. As long as I have a base to call mine and someone to drive me or a shuttle of my own, I am happy. Now, where do I sleep?”
She used the euphemism, because she didn’t want him to think she was available night and day. She recognized his curiosity, he was just trying to come up with good questions.
Turnari got to his feet and escorted her and her new toy down the lift and onto the third floor. “The masters’ quarters are down this way. Specialist Hobbs said that you and he were partners, is that correct?”
“It is. We are a good match on many fronts. I feel more in sync with the current world when I am with him. Why?”
“I just didn’t want to put you in a room with him if you are not up to sharing space.”
She chuckled. “We have been sharing an office and two cots for the last few months. Anything different is good.”
The administrator grinned. “In that case, we are here.”
She palmed the lock, and the door slid open. “Already programmed to me. Nice.”
“The Ichadrans have a unique bio signature. Technically, your sisters could open this as well. I will meet with you and Specialist Hobbs tomorrow. There is a com cuff in your quarters at your desk. Have a good evening.”
He left her, and she stepped into her quarters, letting the door close behind her. She set the portable skimmer to one side and walked in silently. Her beloved farmer was on the bed, fast asleep. She wrapped him in fog and walked into the bathing room, smiling at the amenities on offer. The new suit peeled off easily, and Mala had promised more replacements in the next few days.
Once she was naked, she took down her hair, letting the long lavender braid uncoil until it hit her buttocks. Her fingers undid the braid, and she stepped into the shower for a good scrubbing.
The slick feel of the soap made her smile, and the scent of fruits and flowers that clung to her hair after two washings made her feel pretty. Bathing was a sensory experience for her instead of a hygienic necessity, but she enjoyed it far more than a good meal or a glass of wine.
With her body clean and her hair giving her memories of lazy summers, she stepped onto the drying vents and blasted herself clean with concentrated bursts of air.
Brushing out her hair was the most complicated part of the whole procedure. The lavender waves were soft, and in theory, they had been designed to look dramatic while the wind was whipping her skin. She never let the wind get that close, to hell with drama.
When she was clean, her suit was hanging in the refresher and she had her nerves together, she went out into the bedroom and crawled into bed next to Unrik.
He turned and faced her, his dark eyes intense. “I was beginning to think you were moving into the Guard Base.”
She caressed his jaw as he leaned in to kiss her. “They offered, but I told them I had something to do back at the Citadel.”
He laughed and kissed his way down her body. “I am not sure that being called a thing is flattering, but I am not in a mood to argue.”
Reyan wanted to laugh, but as his mouth worked at her skin, all humour fled. She focussed on his mouth, his hands and, when he moved over her, his body. She didn’t really appreciate keeping him at full height once he slid into her, and after that, she made a mental note to let him shrink just a little.
The first coming together was fast, hard and took the edge off.
He laughed softly and caressed her hip. “Did you have dinner?”
“No. Fixer ate it all.”
He snickered and got to his feet, walking over to the dispensing unit next to the desk. After keying in his selections, he looked around. “What is that?”
“It’s a personal portable skimmer. Mala let me test it out.” She watched him lift it and admired the play of muscles in his back.
“It’s light.”
“That is the idea. It would get you where you needed to go and is light enough that you can carry a spare for extraction assignments.” She stretched and tucked her hair up in a loose knot held only by friction.
“I don’t think we will get many of those.”
She chuckled. “You never know when a good fog bank will be desirable.”
To prove her point, she created a fog bank in the bedroom as she slipped silently out of the bed. She stroked his thigh and felt him jump. Reyan wrapped her arms around him and pressed a kiss to the back of his shoulders. He shivered and shuddered in her grasp, and she had fun with his inability to see where she was going to touch next.
She played with him, touching, retreating and then touching again until the dispenser chirped and told her that the food was ready. Having worked up an appetite, she waved the fog away, and it proved to be a tactical error.
Unrik growled and lifted her where she stood, bringing her down until she surrounded him. He pressed her to the wall and rocked into her until they both shuddered in release.
Note to self—Teasing will lead to sudden movement. Do it often.
Dinner had now become dessert.
They came together all night, sometimes she initiated, sometimes he did, but they always ended up together.
 
Sitting in the dining room the next morning, they drew a fair share of attention. She was wearing her black, gold and scarlet master’s robe over the bodysuit, and she smiled brightly and spoke softly to anyone who came up to introduce themselves even though her food was stone cold by the time she made it through.
Her wrist cuff chirped.
Unrik smiled slowly.
She pressed a button and tried not to watch Unrik as he watched her. Their joining was still new, and his obsession with her would soon wane. She hoped. He was very intense.
“Hello?”
“This is Turnari, I wanted to speak to you about a situation that has arisen.”
“Specialist Hobbs and I are on our way to your office.” She disconnected the call and scowled at her lover. “Stop looking at me in that tone of voice.”
He laughed and helped clear the table before he offered her his arm to escort her up to the administrator’s office.
They sat side-by-side and faced Turnari as he rubbed the back of his neck. “We hate sending people out before they have settled in, but there is a bit of a disaster brewing on a world being bio-formed.”
Reyan perked up. “What kind of disaster?”
He rubbed his forehead. “They only say that the weather won’t fix if that makes any sense.”
She scowled and looked to Unrik. “Not good. Their machines weren’t able to work out a weather pattern before they burned out. Now, the weather shifts and won’t settle on seasons, so nothing can be started regarding planting or completion of surfacing.”
Turnari sighed. “Thank goodness you know what it means. Will you two go?”
Unrik nodded. “Of course. I will enjoy seeing you in action again.”
She read between the lines, and she wanted to smack him. He had just seen her in action two hours ago.
“When do we leave?”
Turnari smiled. “The shuttle is on the tarmac. Novice Treani is your assigned pilot. She is very good, her talent is navigation. You won’t get lost.”
Unrik got to his feet and held his hand out for Reyan. She took it and smiled, “You will send us information on the details of the situation?”
“Of course. They are waiting on the shuttle. See you when you get back.”
With the bright wave, Turnari dismissed them, so Reyan and Unrik headed to the tarmac for their first day as Citadel Morganti representatives.
 
 


 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
Ka-8 was a lovely world where nothing was happening. The air was heavy and nothing was moving.
“This is really going to hurt.” Reyan stood with her hands on her hips, her lips twisted with concentration.
Unrik scowled. “Will you be able to manage it?”
“Of course. I am just going to be useless for a few days afterward. I only have to get one large mass of air moving, and the rest will simply happen, but to do that, I need a large chunk of water.”
The researchers blinked nervously.
Novice Treani pointed to the nearest water source. “Does it matter if it is freshwater?”
“No. Since there is no indigenous life, it won’t matter if there is some concentration for a limited time.” She smiled. “Can you get me there?”
The researchers had handed the entire enterprise over to Reyan, and she was doing her job.
Treani smiled. “Of course. To the shuttle!”
Reyan paused, “Specialist Hobbs, did you want to continue to discuss the flora? There won’t be anything for you to see unless I am successful.”
He came up to her and kissed her. “Good luck. Contact me in a few hours no matter what.”
“Yes, Specialist.” She saluted and winked.
Walking with Treani was humbling. Novice Treani was a Selna, and if the Citadel hadn’t claimed her, she would have been sold as a pleasure slave. Being able to act as an active pilot and navigator was her dream come true, and her enthusiasm touched Reyan deeply. It had been so long since she had been truly grateful for anything that she took extra care with Treani. She didn’t want to damage that bright light in any way.
“How are you going to do it, Master Rain?” Treani refused outright to call Reyan by her name.
“Get me to that water source, and I will show you.” Explaining it was difficult, but once Treani saw it, she would understand.
They settled in the shuttle, and Treani lifted off, moving them across the skyline with deliberate focus. She knew where she was going.
As the shuttle lowered to the ground next to the open lake, Reyan whispered, “Perhaps a little further from the lake. I can do this from up to a kilometre away.”
Treani didn’t question her, she simply repositioned the ship so that it was higher up and away from direct contact with the water.
Reyan left the shuttle and stepped toward the lake. Being practical, she knelt and closed her eyes as she felt the lack of anything around her.
Her first step was to pull the water up and out of the lake, forming a fog bank that spread until Reyan couldn’t see the shuttle, and Treani was next to her, gasping with shock.
The stillness of the air was the problem. Reyan extended her arms, pressed them palm-to-palm in front of her and stabbed upward at the sky. She punched through the layers of atmosphere into the stratosphere, and the fog sucked upward with her will pushing it.
Treani whispered, “You made a cloud.”
Reyan laughed softly. “I made one. Now, I have to make a few more. The fog is coming back, so if you need to get into the shuttle, you are welcome to go now.”
As she spoke, she was pulling more water from the lake.
“No, I will stay with you. This is amazing. You are starting a world.”
Reyan smiled. “I am starting a weather system. The moment we can get some rain coming down, we can leave.”
She repeated the fog-to-cloud pattern five more times. When the sky above her was heavy with the contents of the lake, she used the water and called a light rain.
Treani blinked. “Did you feel that?”
“What did you feel?” Reyan was dizzy.
“Wind, I felt a cool wind. It’s raining over there!” Treani clapped her hands.
“Oh good. The rain will fall, the earth will cool, the water will evaporate, it will rise again and it will fall again and the wind will blow. Cold water in warm will create motion and thermodynamics make the worlds go around.” It was the short version and didn’t include all variables, but hot air moving against cold was the basis for all weather shifts.
Reyan tried to get to her feet, and Treani helped her, boosting her off the ground and supporting her into the shuttle with surprising strength.
Reyan was nodding in her harness as Treani took them back to the start-up base.
Reyan heard her talking via the com, and when Unrik came, lifted her out of the shuttle, bringing her into the base, she nodded off.
 
Sitting up was difficult, because she was under a tarp. “What the hell?” She heard someone shout from the other side of the wrapping.
Unrik ripped the tarp away from her, and he crushed her against his chest. “I thought I lost you.”
“Why?” She squirmed against him, but he wasn’t letting go.
“You stopped breathing for two days.” His voice broke. “I thought you were dead.”
She pushed him back, and when he looked at her forlornly, she slapped him across the face.
He blinked and reared back. “What was that for?”
“You were crushing me. Plus, you forgot how we met. It is insulting for any woman.” She stroked his cheek to take the sting out of her words.
“What do you mean?”
“The day we met, they tried to drown me as a sacrifice to the Rain. Do you remember that?”
“Yes, but you didn’t die.”
“No, because I don’t need to breathe. I get my fuel from the elements, the very air around me. I was tired after starting the weather. Very tired. I have to remember to breathe, and I don’t really need sleep, as you know. If I am tired enough to sleep, I may not breathe for a while. Got it?”
He nodded and a tear snaked down his cheek. “I will try to remember it.”
Treani came in and shrieked, running up and flinging her arms around Reyan’s waist. Her words were in garbled Selna, but Reyan recognized thanks to a deity when she heard one. She was designed to be one, after all.
“It’s all right, Treani, I am fine. That goes for you too, Unrik.” She stroked his hair. “I have done this dozens of times before, and I always revive. I suppose we should have covered this in the briefing, but there wasn’t really time.”
Unrik moved to her other side, and he kissed her softly. It was a lovely moment, but Reyan really wanted to know. “So, how is the weather doing?”
He pried Treani off her and lifted her in his arms. She didn’t mind. Her legs were still set to optional.
After they walked down the hall, they emerged in a huge rotunda with a transparent dome ceiling. The water coursing down onto the dome was answer enough. She smiled and the bio-forming team applauded.
With a sigh, she leaned back in Unrik’s arms and spoke to Treani. “All right. Let’s get going. I want to sleep in my own bed, eventually.”
 
The return to the Citadel Morganti was done with a barrage of questions coming from both of her companions. Reyan sat in Unrik’s arms and answered everything she could before she nodded off.
 
She had no idea if she had stopped breathing, but Ka-8 would be the last time she would ever wake up on a slab under a tarp. Across the years, she would wake up in a rolled carpet, a helium balloon and once inside a large fish, but never again would it be a slab and a tarp.
 
 


 
 
 
Epilogue
 
 
The city of Nekahar on Jarko was celebrating its five hundredth birthday of renewal. Three travellers arrived with their heads hooded and moving with the crowd to the first dome.
The first weather machine was being celebrated on Rain Day and only those lucky enough to gain one of the precious tickets to this event would hear the Reyan Ikali Mar symphony.
Silence was the watchword for all of the observers, and the three standing off to one side watched closely.
The music started subtly and rose in volume as it played the celebrated song that had yet to be replicated by any man, woman, child or machine.
Reyan took Unrik’s hand and squeezed tight. With her other hand, she clutched Ainari’s hand. Their daughter watched and listened to her sibling sing as she had done once every ten years since she had been born, ninety years earlier.
They remained in place long after the song had faded. The crowd slowly returned to the city where the great Rain Day celebration was kicking into high gear now that the song had announced the day.
Reyan flicked back her hood and touched the housing slowly, “Hello, baby. How have you been?”
The machine chirped, clicked and chuckled for a moment.
Reyan smiled as the words translated into her mind.
Unrik and Ainari stepped up, and together, they communed with the weather machine.
 
* * * *
 
One of the guards looked back and saw the figures swarming their precious weather machine. He steeled his features and started to walk toward them.
His partner grabbed his arm. “Don’t do that. They are having a family moment.”
“What? It is a machine.”
“Is this your first year?”
“No, I have been here for six.”
“If you had been here ten years ago, the same three people came, they spoke to the machine and it spoke back. See that woman in the middle? Whom does she look like?”
He looked carefully at the figure. “She has the same hair colour as the Rain, but so does half the population.”
“But, the population does not come every ten years for the last five hundred to speak to the machine.”
He was confused, but he mumbled, “How can a machine have family?”
He stood there as his partner explained how the machine came to be where it was and how the Rain had helped them rebuild the city.
 
* * * *
 
Unrik smiled. “New guard this year.”
Ainari chuckled. “He is getting the lecture. I can tell by his face.”
Reyan smiled at her family, all three of them. “They always get the lecture, and in another ten years, there will be another new one and another lecture. Cycles are cycles.”
Ainari stroked the housing of her mechanical sibling. “We all start somewhere and end somewhere.”
Unrik finished their family mantra, “And if you are very lucky, you do it with the ones you love.”
Reyan brushed the tear from her cheek, and she smeared it onto the weather station’s metal plates. “And it all goes around again.”
After another hour, they walked back to join the party that was underway. As they paced, Ainari whistled the symphony softly from start to finish without missing a note.
Reyan grinned up at Unrik as he paused to pull her hood up as he did every time. “And it comes around again.”
 


 
 
 
Author’s Note
 
 
Rain of Tears was written while I had the worst cold I have had in the last five years. I got moody, I got emotional, and with the weather here at home, I really, really wanted rain.
Next time, Waking Dream covers a woman who goes out of body to deal with situations that would kill others, and while she is on an assignment, someone steals her body. She has to find it with the help of the Citadel and a master of tracking.
Warning… there will be no sex between the characters until her body can be found. J
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