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Taking pain from those in need cost her nothing until her freedom was ripped away and a life of adventure was offered in exchange.

Alda-Xeri enjoyed her life in her small town, helping those who needed surcease from pain during surgery or the last moments of life. When she is taken to the court to attend the duke’s final days, her life is altered forever and her talent twists in a way she never could have imagined.

The Sector Guard helps her leave her home for a life in the stars, helping more than the wealthy. She agrees to an assignment she cannot remember and soon finds herself in the clutches of Raiders, taking pain from victims of experimentation and wondering how she is going to find the freedom promised her when all hell breaks loose and she leads the charge.
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Chapter One

Alda-Xeri stared out the window and watched the people below going about their lives. Bright colours, chatting to loved ones and laughing and crying in equal measure. She envied them in every way. They had freedoms that they didn’t even know existed—freedom to live, love and enjoy companionship as they saw fit.

She heard thunder in the distance and raised her head, staring at the incoming clouds. The moment she heard movement at the door, her back tensed.

“Are you ready?” Inor-Thak, the high chancellor was in her doorway.

She nodded and turned. The glittering chains on her wrists and ankles clashed. “I am ready.”

She moved as gracefully as she could in the chains. It was a learned skill that she had never anticipated acquiring. Head high, stomach in and her makeup precisely in place, she walked as if she were equal to the courtiers and stellar visitors in the throne room.

The balcony walk was heavily guarded for her daily stroll to the royal chambers. No one was going to lay hands on the Pain Taker if they valued their lives. The Duke of Olsted was lying on his deathbed, and he needed her to enable him to get through his day.

She couldn’t ask how much longer he would take to die. He was degrading steadily, but her help was extending his life far beyond what he should have lived. Five months of taking his agony into her body was enabling him to make sweeping changes for his people, and for that, she respected him. The chains that the high chancellor insisted on turned her efforts from the gift one would give to a service that was taken.

The doors to the royal chambers opened at her approach, she stepped inside, crossed the huge expanse of the room and sat next to her patient. “Good morning, Duke Ralen-Croth.”

His eyes rolled as the agony of his body consuming itself twisted him into a foetal curl.

Alda-Xeri reached out and touched his temples, finding the parts of his mind that were lit with agony and soothing them into normalcy. Once his brain was calm, she stroked his limbs, placing a block between his nerve endings and the pain he was in. The procedure took five minutes and was hampered by her chains, but when she was done, the duke lay there panting.

“It will not be long now.” The duke took her hand and kissed it.

“I know. I will be here as long as you need me.” She raised her cuffs. “I have no choice.”

“I wish Inor-Thak was not forcing you into those chains, but when the pain takes me, he runs our world.”

She nodded and folded her hands in her lap as the dressers and bathers streamed in to get him ready for his time on the throne. At the meal break, she would give him another treatment. Until that time, she had to remain on the upper balcony looking down and watching her patient.

She hated the waiting time. She always thought of her family and the life lost to her during the waiting time.

Alda watched as the duke’s movements eased until he seemed a healthy man of eighty-five again. His robes were elaborate and the makeup applied to him gave him the same blank expression as all his courtiers. Alda sat quietly while he was prepared and ate his meal, her face emotionless.

It was the same every morning—they brought her to him, she took his pain and was not allowed to leave until the duke was on his throne and no onlookers were watching his rooms. Today was no exception.

When the duke left, he paused at the door and gave her a sorrowful look and a small wave. She nodded her head respectfully, and when she managed to blink the tears from her eyes, he was gone.

She held the pain in. The electrochemical response that told a body something was very wrong was something she could manipulate. It was what made her a Pain Taker. What no one seemed to realise was that she kept what she took. She knew the agony of the duke. She lived with it in the core of her very different mind.

When the guard at the door gave her the nod, she got to her feet, straightened her skirts and her chains before gliding as smoothly as possible out the door and up to her viewing area. Six guards were stationed to keep her from getting away, so she was forced to stand and watch her patient hold court. It did give her a bit of a thrill to watch him upright and strong. It was such a change from the way she saw him every morning that her heart soared just a little every time he made a ruling or pounded his fist.

Today, there were representatives from the Citadel who wanted permission to investigate the population for possible candidates.

Duke Ralen-Croth lifted his gaze for a moment and met hers. He smiled and nodded to the four men and women in robes. “Please. There are many here with exceptional talents, and if the worlds need them, it would be a pity to keep them to ourselves.”

“That is a very enlightened attitude, Duke Ralen-Croth.” The speaker for the Citadel bowed respectfully.

“Thank you, it has been something I became aware of only when my illness began to run its course.”

Alda’s eyes were wide. He never mentioned being ill in front of the court.

The high chancellor leaned in and spoke to him in rapid, low tones.

The duke didn’t lower his voice. “Shut up, Chancellor. I live each day knowing that tomorrow agonizing pain will grip me. She comes and takes it away, but I don’t want her to lose her life in service to the royal house. You should not have chained her, Inor. That was not well done of you.”

The high chancellor looked up toward Alda’s hiding spot, and his expression was not pleasant.

She kept her pose, and the heavy court makeup on her face made her into an anonymous statue. The makeup had been harder to get used to than the chains.

Every morning, the attendants got her up and into the shower, brushed her hair and fixed her nails. Once her hair was dry, fixed and in place, she had to sit while the makeup artist for the duke painted over her medium-brown skin, drew on pouting lips and highlighted her brows. The final effect was to dress her, roll back the long sleeves and treat her hands to the same colouration. When she was pale and unremarkable aside from the extravagant gown she wore, she waited for dawn. It was the same routine since the day she had been hauled into the duke’s chambers for the first time and his pain called to her.

When the duke finished his morning court and retired for lunch, her guards shepherded her back to his rooms. He was starting to hunch, and she watched from the hidden hallway as he returned to lie down.

Once the courtiers were out of the hall, the guards marched Alda into the duke’s rooms.

“Your Grace, please sit down.” Alda rarely spoke to him directly, but this was one of those moments.

Duke Ralen-Croth paced restlessly. “Do you know what Inor is planning for you?” The duke was angry.

Alda blinked. “I am fairly sure I have a good idea. He will either sell me or pimp me out to diseased nobles. Now, sit down before you fall down.”

He grinned and did as she said. “Few women bother bossing me around now.”

She pressed her hands to his head and absorbed the agony of burning nerves and degrading muscle. “I think that has more to do with your foul temper than with the women themselves. You still cut a dashing figure.”

He grimaced. “Under all this makeup, I feel like a damned clown. Do you know why we wear it?”

She smiled. He had told her this story before. “No, your Grace.”

He sighed as she started to work on his right arm. “When the planetary Duchy of Olsted was first settled, multiple races offered to send settlers to occupy the land. There was a confusion of governments and political intrigue ripping through the planet. The emperor appointed the duke and it was in his women’s quarters that he saw the answer. His concubines were dressed alike and wore the same makeup. He could hardly tell one from the other. In that moment, he chose the colour of the Yavish cliffs as the unifying colour, and everyone in the court had to be painted in order to speak to him or to make a treaty.”

“I imagine it went over well.”

“The men balked and the women were upset by the masking of their beauty, but the planet calmed. The practice of painting one’s body before political manoeuvring became standard. It is silly and effeminate, but it is the way we do things.” He smiled as she finished working on his limbs.

“And the reason that I wear it?”

“If anyone from the court sees you coming and going, they will believe you to be my concubine. No harm in boosting my ego in my old age.” He chortled and patted her arm.

She shook her head. “Well, you are good for another six hours. Have your lunch and get back to work.” She grinned and curtseyed deeply. “Your Grace.”

He smiled and then grew solemn. “I want you away from here before I die, Alda-Xeri. Will you go with the Citadel Reps if I order you to?”

“I will always follow orders, your Grace, but you will wind to an end very rapidly if I go.”

He nodded. “I have had more than enough time to get my affairs in order. My heir is on his way from the imperial court as I speak to you. He will be here within days. You need to go, Alda. For my sake as well as yours. I don’t want service to this sad old man to be the last good thing you are allowed to do on this world.”

A tear formed in her eye. “Thank you for thinking of me, your Grace. I will act as you will. Now, get some food in that shrivelled husk before you blow away.”

He cackled and bounded to his feet.

With chains jingling, she left the duke’s quarters, and she was taken back to her watch post for her own cold fruit and water. Her dinner would be more substantial, but while she was dealing with pain and standing at attention, she could not consume a more robust meal.

She waited silently for the duke to resume his seat, and she looked out to the representatives of the Citadel who were milling around. All four were wearing gloves and their features were masked, but one of them looked directly up at her and stared into her with eyes that were black and piercing.

Alda didn’t know why he was staring, but she was lost in those eyes. They had seen things she could only dream of, and as she broke the lock of their gazes, a tear ran down her cheek. Dreams were something she could not entertain. They always left her wanting more.






Chapter Two

After the evening treatment, Alda got to her feet. The duke grabbed her arm. “Wait, Alda-Xeri.”

“Yes, your Grace?”

“You are joining me for dinner. The members of the Citadel will be there, and I believe they have an interest in you.” Duke Ralen-Croth was serious.

“As you wish, your Grace. Shall I tell my guards?”

“They have been informed. Will you do me the honour of joining me for dinner?” He stood and offered her his arm.

“The honour is mine, your Grace.” She held his arm and watched his face tighten as her chains jingled.

“I hate those chains, Alda.”

“I am not too fond of them myself, your Grace.” She tightened her lips and quietly laid layer after layer of protection along his nerves. She usually was restricted to the five minutes she was allowed with him, unobserved.

“Stop that, Alda. You will tire yourself out.”

“You can feel that?”

“I can. It is like a soothing blanket being wrapped around me. I have depended on it for far too long, but I couldn’t give it up. Forgive me for being selfish.”

“I do. You had things to do, and I know you wanted to make sure that Olsted was ready for the change in rulers.” Alda didn’t add that his fear of death had been written all over his face the first time they met.

Salugh syndrome struck one in two hundred thousand people on Olsted. It was a genetic disease that activated in the later stages of life. No cure was possible, and it was horrible for the sufferer and their family. The random combination of different species created a cocktail of acid in the blood that wore away at tissue and bone from the inside out.

The private hallway led them to the private dining room, and the four representatives from the Citadel were waiting for them.

The duke walked toward them, and he introduced her as if she was his granddaughter and not shackled in his service.

“Terlio, this is Alda-Xeri. Alda, this is Terlio of Citadel Morganti.” The duke watched the Citadel Rep extend his hand, and he smiled when Alda extended her own.

The chain jangled and the cuff gleamed in the light of the candelabra.

“Why are you in chains?” Terlio turned her hand in his warm, dry grip, his dark eyes were the same ones she had met with her own gaze earlier.

“Why are you pretending to be from the Citadel?” She raised a brow.

The four men shifted.

Terlio asked, “What do you mean?”

“You may have been trained by the Citadel, but you all are currently in a military unit. I saw it in the way you moved in the court. You remained in formation from morning to night. No fidgeting, no twitching and no looking around except for the one of you who locked eyes with me.”

The man with dark eyes blinked as the other three looked at him. “She is correct. I looked at her.”

He made the introductions swiftly. “Alda-Xeri, meet Larsilk. Next to him is Bukel and next to him is Quuro.” The men’s eyes were icy green, blue on red and a charming yellow and purple mix, respectively.

Alda inclined her head, but the duke was irritated. “You represented yourself as members of the Citadel who wanted to look for talents here on Olsted.”

Terlio answered, “We came for her. We have a need for a talent who can give others clarity by removing pain.”

Alda took her hand back. “I believe the duke wishes to know where you are from if it is not the Citadel.”

Larsilk stepped forward. “We are stationed at Sector Guard Base Udell, but technically, we are from Citadel Base Lowel.”

Terlio threw his hands up. “Fine. Tell the truth. Why should I care?”

Quuro cleared his throat. “Be calm, Terlio. If she is to join us, she needs the truth, don’t you think?”

The duke wavered, and Alda held him up. “He should not be standing this long. To the table please, gentlemen.”

She helped the duke to his seat and took the position on his left. The other four took seats close to them as the duke rang for service.

Servants entered, filled goblets, laid platters of food on the table and left them.

“The duke is never attended at meals unless he requests it.” She took the duke’s plate and put his favourites on in small measures.

“Thank you, Alda.”

“You are welcome, your Grace.” She served herself and gestured for the men to begin their own meal. “The duke prefers family style. Eat all you like, and if you need more, it will be brought to you.”

She ate a few bites, but when she noted the stares at her wrists, she pulled her hands into her lap. Alda had grown so used to her chains that she hadn’t realised that it would cause a ripple of attention to someone who had not seen them before.

Duke Ralen-Croth noticed her tension. “Don’t worry about it, child. They will stop staring soon enough.”

She nodded and brought her hand up to grip the eating prong.

Bukel grumbled, “We apologize. You do not seem to be a slave, but you are not free, and we don’t know what to do with that.”

The duke sighed and sipped at his water before speaking. “When my illness struck, my high chancellor offered a reward to anyone who could extend my life. Through local officials in her hometown, Alda-Xeri was offered up as a Pain Taker. She did not come willingly. When she arrived here, the high chancellor put her in the chains to stop her from running on the off chance she could do some good, and now, it has been five months for her.”

“Can’t any healer help you?” Quuro’s voice was simply curious.

“No. Salugh syndrome takes the body and makes one part of it eat another. The healers who have tried to treat it cure one area and it attacks another. It is rare, but when it does strike, it is incurable.” The duke shrugged.

Alda used the distraction of the conversation to finish her meal. She fidgeted with the chains in her lap.

Terlio looked at her, his dark eyes concerned. “How are your wrists?”

She blushed, but they couldn’t see it under the heavy makeup. “I will be scarred, but it isn’t too bad. My ankles are worse.”

The duke sat upright and grabbed her arm. “Show me.”

Sighing, she tugged the cuff away from her skin and showed him the discoloured and abraded skin.

The duke asked the men around the table, “Can one of you take them off?”

Terlio nodded and came around to kneel in front of her. She held out her wrists, and he took the left cuff between his hands. He concentrated and the cuff opened like a flower. The same treatment on the right cuff, and her arms were lighter than they had been in five months.

The skin was scarred, as she had stated, but she was so busy staring at her wrists that she didn’t notice him flipping up her skirt. When his hands cupped her ankle, she gasped and stared into those dark eyes while he melted the metal away from her skin. Her right leg was released in seconds, and as his hands caressed her skin, she winced at the extreme sensitivity she was experiencing.

He kept his gaze on hers, and his fingers continued to stroke the flesh of her calf. “Better?”

She bit her lip and held her breath as she nodded. “Better. Thank you.”

The duke touched her shoulder with a shaking hand. “I had no idea, Alda.”

“I know, your Grace. I do not hold you responsible.”

He took her right hand in his left and brought the scabbed and scarred skin to his lips. “I hold myself responsible. Now, gentlemen, how quickly can you get Alda off our world?”






Chapter Three

Alda-Xeri walked proudly in the cloak borrowed from Quuro. The masks that they wore hid her whitened skin from the eyes of the guards.

Quuro was making his own way to the shuttle. He had a talent for invisibility that enabled him to leave before their party had even reached the gates.

Once cleared, they walked swiftly to the monorail that would take them to the spaceport.

Alda didn’t dare breathe a word.

The moment that they exited the monorail, the soft thud of Quuro’s feet landed next to them.

As the quiet party of four plus one, they passed through customs unmolested and settled into the shuttle as quickly as they could. Larsilk took the helm, Bukel the navigator station and Terlio sat next to Alda while Quuro regained his visibility.

They soared up and away in seconds. The moment that they lifted away from the capital, Alda began to sob.

“You are free, Alda-Xeri. No reason for tears.”

Between her sobs, she whispered, “He will die within the week without me. He was so kind, did so much good while I was treating him.”

“What did you do for him? What is a Pain Taker?”

She looked at the stranger and pulled the mask away from her face. “I numb the brain’s registration of pain—emotional and physical. It can be temporary or permanent, but it depends on the source of the pain.” She looked one last time at the white cliffs that seemed so tiny down below.

“Why did the duke want you to leave so abruptly?”

“The high chancellor was looking at me as a possible source of income or even a bargaining chip with the Raiders. They had someone sniffing around on Olsted for me years ago, but my family ceased using my talents, and I went dormant until they left.”

He kept his questions low and quiet, “What did you do for your family?”

“I administered anaesthetic to patients who were undergoing surgery. I blocked the pain and helped them through their recovery. My family has been in the medical trade for years, so it is no wonder that my talent surfaced where it was needed.”

“How did you enjoy your job?”

“I liked helping others. My life had a good rhythm before the high chancellor sent out his demand for assistance. Don’t get me wrong, I liked helping the duke get his affairs in order, but the high chancellor has been looking at me and trying to come up with an alternate use for my talent, and it was not a pleasant look. The duke knew what was happening, and he has been hanging on for two reasons. One was that he needed to wait until his heir was on the way, the other was that he wanted me gone.”

Terlio nodded. “He said as much when we disguised you. What did you do before we left?”

She sighed. “I kissed him. My saliva can be an analgesic if I am motivated. I licked my lips and kissed his cheek. He should have forty-eight hours of pain-free movement.”

“So, your talent is exclusively pain related?”

Alda looked at him with a frown. “Yes, why do you ask?”

“We had a notification that we needed to pick you up as quickly as possible. Udell base received a notice from Relay, and I was dispatched immediately.”

Blinking, she looked around the shuttle at the other three men. “You were dispatched? What about the others?”

He rubbed at the back of his neck. “Ah, that. Well, it will be explained when we arrive on Udell. Yes, we were all dispatched to come here.”

There was a round of throat clearing from the other three, and Alda watched the stars in the view screen. Her vision blurred as fatigue rippled through her. “May I sleep?”

“Of course. You have had a trying day. Take the rest you need. We will have a meal ready when you wake up.”

She waved at him to shut up and leaned back in her seat. A day’s worth of pain killing exhausted her, and she hoped that there was something new to see when she woke. The dream she was in now had run its course.

A hand on her shoulder was shaking her gently. “Alda-Xeri, you have been asleep for twelve hours. Time for a meal.”

She opened her eyes, and the blurry shape of Bukel was standing next to her. Alda grunted and got to her feet, shedding the robes and mask while she stumbled to the lav.

It took her ten minutes to get the makeup off her skin, but when she looked at her own face in the mirror, it showed her sallow cheeks, hollow eyes and pale lips. She looked like hammered hell.

Shivering, she had to admit she probably needed a meal. She looked at the ashy skin of her hands and the scars left by the cuffs. The marks might fade in time, but her body had been so busy replacing the energy she was using that healing itself had come in last place.

She left the lav and went in search of the galley. The smell of food was easy to follow, and Bukel had a plate ready for her when she arrived.

He stared at her and blinked. “You changed colour.”

She chortled softly. “I took off the court makeup.”

“Why did you wear it?”

“It is a uniform. We wear it to hide facial expressions and give us a unified appearance. Why do you wear the robes?”

He chuckled. “Because it was required by the Olsted court. It was the same reason that we wore the masks.”

He wasn’t wearing a mask now, and the clean-cut line of his jaw was definitely worth looking at. He had pointed ears, his eyes were more slanted than they had appeared in the fabric mask and his nose was straight and well-shaped.

She took a seat at the table, and he put the plate in front of her. She reached for the glass of water first.

Alda engaged in the same behaviour that she had in the Olsted court. She shoved the food into her mouth and washed it down with the contents of the glass.

“You really enjoy your food.” Bukel sat across from her.

“Not really, it is fuel. I eat until I am full and then stop.” Alda put the eating prong down and set the plate aside.

He smiled, and he was about to speak when Larsilk came in, his pale green eyes showed his good humour, but it was his face that got Alda’s complete attention.

“You have the same face.” It was identical. It was not the similarity one saw in twins, but a completely identical face right down to the small scar in his left eyebrow.

Larsilk got a meal into the heater and sat down with it next to Bukel.

“Why do you have the same face?”

Larsilk smiled, his lips quirking up at the corners. “Terlio didn’t tell you?”

Bukel elbowed him in the ribs. “Quiet.”

“Terlio said that I would find out on Udell.”

Larsilk sighed, “That would be safer.”

Alda rubbed at her forehead. “This is immaterial. I will find out soon enough. What am I going to be doing at Sector Guard Base Udell?”

Bukel spoke quietly, his deep voice slow and deliberate. “You will train for combat situations as well as espionage. There will be plenty of opportunities for you to contact loved ones and keep them apprised of your progress and location.”

“I can just call my family?” She hadn’t had contact with them since the court guard had come to collect her.

“You can. We have a secure network that sends a completely masked signal. You can contact anyone who is within range of a com device.” Larsilk mumbled the words around his food.

Bukel sighed and rubbed his forehead. “Ignore him, Alda-Xeri.”

She stood and got another glass of water. “You may call me Alda. Alda-Xeri is my formal name. We are now beyond formality.”

Bukel raised his eyebrows and Larsilk did the same, the only difference in their faces was their eye colour. “How is it that we are beyond formality?”

She crossed her arms and sipped at her water. “Gentlemen, when a lady lets you see her without makeup, the formality has gone out the window.”






Chapter Four

Udell was an enclosed base. Their shuttle snugged up against an umbilicus while the seal settled against it.

“All right, we are home.” Quuro unbuckled his harness and stood. Terlio left the navigation station while Bukel and Larsilk escorted her to the exit.

She was coming to grips with the fact that all of the men around her were the same except for their eye colours and voices. Their bodies were identical, but their mannerisms showed different aspects of personality.

They took her through the halls of Udell, past several people of different races, all wearing a military-style bodysuit.

“Are all the suits that formfitting?” Alda was concerned. She was used to the looser clothing of Olsted.

“I am sure that something looser can be arranged. The bodysuits are designed for ease of movement and fitting into bulky battle armour.” Quuro was at her side.

“So, this is a battle facility?” Alda frowned. “I am not sure what I can do in this situation.”

They stopped and escorted her into a room marked Medical.

A brightly coloured male was kissing a female with long brown hair and a tight-fitting red and gold bodysuit. The woman stood and smiled. “Please excuse us. We just passed my third-month anniversary. This is Helsin, he’s a very good doctor.”

Alda chuckled. “He seems good with his hands.”

The male closed his eyes briefly before he regrouped. “You must be the new Citadel recruit for the Lowel station.”

Alda shrugged. “If you say so. I am only here because the alternative is not good for my health.”

Helsin looked at the men behind her and nodded. “Quad. Good to see you. Do you want your post-assignment physicals now or later?”

“One physical, but do the entrance scans for Alda first.”

Alda grinned. “I suppose I am first.”

The woman shook her head. “Where are my manners? I am Dev.”

Alda extended her hand. “Alda-Xeri. Please call me Alda.”

Helsin smiled. “Dev, she might like some privacy.”

Alda snorted. “I am in a room with five strange men and one woman. She stays.”

Dev laughed and took a seat next to Helsin’s desk.

Alda followed the doctor to a peculiar machine. He directed her to place her hands and feet on the marked areas, and with a few clicks on his data pad, a scan began working on her, covering her from head to toe with waves of energy.

It didn’t hurt, it tingled. Being watched by six people while she stood spread eagled in a machine was only mitigated by the fact that she was wearing the court gown.

When it chirped completion, Helsin took her hand and helped her out of the scanner. “May I take samples?”

“Certainly. I know what they will show, so it isn’t like I have anything to hide.” Alda took a seat on the exam bed and folded her hands in her lap.

“What happened to your wrists?” Helsin took a skin sample and put it in a dish.

“Five months in manacles. Skin isn’t meant for that much metal contact.” She held still while he removed a blood sample and put it in another machine for analysis.

Helsin blinked in surprise. “Why were you in manacles?”

Alda barked out a laugh. “To keep me from getting away. What did you think?”

Dev chuckled. “She has you there, Helsin. Why do you think she was wearing the metal? A fashion statement?”

He shrugged and checked on the readouts. “You certainly have an unusual DNA cocktail in your system. I have never seen this many races blended in someone who didn’t have slavery in their family history.”

Alda cocked her head, “How do you know I don’t?”

Dev answered for him. “He got your family to send your medical records here in a sealed dispatch a month ago. The Duke of Olsted has been trying to get the Citadel’s attention for two months.”

Helsin sighed. “Thank you for blurting everything out, Dev.”

“You are welcome, sweetie.”

Helsin finished with the scans and made some notes before addressing her companions. “Quad, I am ready for you now.”

Helsin walked up to Dev and held a hand over her eyes as all four men stripped to the skin.

Alda watched, fascinated. They were truly identical, each one had scars in the same place and all other attributes matched perfectly, not that she was staring or anything.

As she stared, the men stood chest to back, slowly backing into Terlio. When they were all incorporated, he shivered and put his uniform back on.

“So, Quad, as in four. I see. You are one person.”

Quad closed the seal of his uniform with a smile. “I started as one but was forcibly shattered by the Raiders.”

Alda’s widened her eyes. “What?”

Helsin looked to Quad and the Guardsman nodded. “Quad was originally one man with one talent for metal manipulation. They used another talent to overload him, and he shattered into four bodies. They each think and experience differently but all memories are shared when they recombine.”

Quad nodded and crossed his arms over his chest. “Every conversation you had with part of me is now part of the whole.”

She nodded as if she understood, but her mind was trying to remember everything that she had said to him before and after the shuttle. Relief filled her when she acknowledged that nothing untoward had been said.

Dev got to her feet. “What is her next stop?”

Quad scowled. “I will take her to Guardian when I am finished here.”

Dev arched a brow. “Why not let me? She does kick me off the bottom of the lists.”

Quad blurred in place. “I will take her.”

Helsin looked at him with concern. “Are you all right, Quad?”

Quad breathed deeply and settled back into his one self with brilliant blue eyes. “Fine. Do the scans, Helsin.”

Alda waited while her companion was run through the same scanner she had just been standing in. He stepped from that machine to the next with the ease of long practice.

Helsin processed his scans in a few minutes and nodded. “Nothing unusual, Quad. All seems stable.”

Quad nodded. “I haven’t noticed anything different, so it seems that everything is fine.”

Alda took the hand he extended to her and hopped to her feet.

Quad asked, “Are we done here, Helsin?”

Helsin nodded. “I have forwarded the scans to Guardian. He is waiting to give Alda-Xeri the introduction to Udell base.”

Dev waved. “I will see you later, Alda. The commissary is open any time day or night. There is usually someone to eat with if you can’t sleep.”

Alda smiled and waved back with her free hand.

Quad tugged at her hand, and she followed him out of medical. She couldn’t resist. “So, four men in one body, huh?”

He gave her a wary look through his radiant blue eyes. “Yes.”

She shook her head and sighed, “You must go through a ton of laundry.”

He blinked and a shy smile crossed his face. “You can say that again.”






Chapter Five

Guardian had silvery skin and bone plates marching up his skull but otherwise was a very tolerable-looking male. “Good afternoon, Alda-Xeri. Welcome to Sector Guard Base Udell. I am Guardian.”

Alda sat in front of Guardian’s desk, and Quad stood next to her. “Pleased to meet you, Guardian. I am not sure how useful I will be in service to the Citadel.”

Guardian motioned to Quad, and the Guardsman closed and locked the door. “Alda-Xeri, I am asking you to take on an assignment that will put your life in peril and place you in the heart of the Raider stronghold.”

She frowned. “What? I have no training for espionage.”

Guardian leaned forward. “You don’t need training for this. Word of your talent has rippled through the Alliance, and through moles in the Alliance, the Raiders have taken an interest in you. They want your skill under their control.”

“Oh. I see.” Alda didn’t.

Guardian gestured to Quad.

Quad sat on the edge of Guardian’s desk and spoke to her. “When I was taken by the Raiders, they enhanced my one skill by torturing another talent into spurring my body into mutation and regeneration. The sedatives that they used to keep me out stalled the effects of the mutation until I was able to escape. Once in the shuttle, I needed more than two hands, and so the others were born.”

He waved his hand in the air. “That doesn’t matter though, the Raiders need to be able to keep their experiments pain free without chemical interference. They want you to help torture and continue their experiments.”

Alda was confused. “Why do you think I would want to do this?”

Quad quirked a smile. “We don’t think you would want to, but we know they want you for this reason. They can and will seek you out and try to kidnap you. Once they bring you in, we can track you to their research facility and rescue not only you, but the other experimental talents.”

She frowned. “How are they going to kidnap me from an armed Guard base?”

“They won’t, but they might be able to snag you from the surrounding area.” Guardian looked at her with speculation in his eyes. “Now, how much do you like to run?”

“Who will be chasing me?” Alda asked, completely serious.

Quad snorted. “I will if I have to. Do you have an objection to running?”

“As an occupation for someone with a lot of free time or who wants to increase their cardiovascular health its fine, but I am in relatively good shape considering my recent confinement. How can I run out doors when we are in an un-breathable environment?” She crossed her arms in defiance.

Guardian nodded. “We have equipment for that. You will be assigned a standard uniform and the robes of a Citadel Novitiate. Once you return from this kidnapping, you will be given full access to the base and all of its equipment.”

She got the idea that he knew what the timeline was. “When am I going to be kidnapped?”

Guardian smiled, “Sometime in the next five days. Don’t worry, if you agree to this, you won’t remember a thing.”

“So you will take my memories as well?”

Quad shook his head. “No, we will simply lock them away. You will know that you are here to take part in the Lowel base but nothing else. Your only assignment will be to wait for the Citadel outpost to be built. Your time will be spent physically recovering from your confinement. Do you agree?”

Alda thought about it and finally nodded. “Fine. I will do it. When does the mental blocking begin?”

Quad reached out and took her hand. “It has already begun.”

Wearing the experimental breather in the forests of Udell was a little nerve wracking, but by Alda’s third day running down the paths and leaping over brooks, she finally relaxed enough to put on the speed.

It felt good to use her body again. Her arms had missed stretching, her legs had missed running. Each day, she walked to the airlock, keyed out and entered the wilderness that surrounded the base. Her earpieces blasted Olsted music while the filter over her mouth and nose provided her with breathable air.

She grabbed a branch and swung up and over a log before continuing her run.

Being on Udell was boring. Her life on Olsted before the duke’s court had been active, and it was a relief to be able to run free of the base. Until the Citadel outpost on Lowel was built, she didn’t have any duties, so getting back in shape was just what she needed to occupy her time.

Alda saw a wavering in the light in front of her, so she paused.

“She saw you Donth.”

The voice behind her caused her to change direction and run for the thick clump of woods. Her instincts told her that there was something in front of her, so she took the option left to her, she went up.

She heard shouts beneath her. Tree running wasn’t popular on Olsted, but then, Alda had never bothered joining in with the popular crowd. She swung, flipped and twisted through the branches, jumping, spinning and kicking off the sturdy trunks on her way back to the base.

Alda kicked herself for not taking a transponder with her when she left the base. She was making excellent time when a harsh rumbling ran through the tree she was aiming at. The tree shattered the moment that she touched it, and her scream ripped through her ears. She fell twenty feet and landed hard on her side.

“Well, it seems she is susceptible to illusions. Carry her, Donth, we need to go before they spot the hold we burrowed in their systems.”

The voice was familiar, but the pain in her body was too distracting. She used her own talent to gather the pain and subdue it, but by the time her body was under control, she was strapped tightly to a medical bed in a shuttle. A mask was pressed over her face and the last thing she saw was the face of the Guardsman Quad with burning orange eyes instead of blue ones.

The bed she was strapped to lurched, twisted and lurched again. Alda was queasy from the shifting of the ship and being unable to brace herself. She couldn’t see where she was and the battered ceiling above her was not a good indicator of things to come. It was splotched with blood.

She heard footsteps next to her and cautiously looked up at the male staring down at her. He was eerily familiar.

“Alda-Xeri. Congratulations, you have just been recruited as an anaesthesiologist for the Raiders. I am sure you will do well, though you are very gullible.” He stroked her cheek with the back of his hand. “Pretty though.”

She stared at him, “Quad?”

He chuckled. “Is that what they are calling him? How peculiar. To think that you can be wrenched in two and your personality split.”

She frowned. “Why are you telling me this?”

He shrugged. “You aren’t going anywhere. We are landing within the hour. Once we are down, you are not going to be given the opportunity to race through the trees.”

Alda asked, “Are there any trees?”

His orange eyes crinkled in cruel amusement. “There is nothing. No windows, no water, no trees, just you and a lab.”

She had to know. “Who are you?”

“Keelor. The split of Markenow. You may know him from Udell base.” He stroked her hair back from her face with strange concern.

“I don’t know any Markenow.” She scowled.

He traced her lips and the shape of her brow. “Your face is fascinating to me. Why is that?”

She turned her head, but he gripped her jaw and turned her to face him.

“Do not turn away from me again, Alda-Xeri. You will not like what happens next.”

Alda looked into those orange eyes and read cruelty, madness and a strange attraction that confused him as much as her. She calmed her inward confusion and closed her eyes. He read her surrender and chuckled as he stroked her face again.

It was going to be one very long hour.






Chapter Six

The screams of agony sent waves of nausea down Alda’s spine.

Keelor chuckled and kept his grip on her arm when she tried to avoid passing through the huge and formidable gates. “Keep walking. You are late for work after all.”

Alda stumbled forward when he shoved her into the lab area. The scents she was catching were horrific. She could smell pain and that was the least offensive odour she was dealing with.

There were four beings with scrubs on, working in differing parts of the lab, when Keelor shoved her forward and introduced her, “Here is the Pain Taker. Put her to work.”

The first physician smiled at her, and it was not a good smile. “Excellent. I was about to bring Vek in for his morning session.”

Two other physicians prepped a station, and the third walked out a rear door.

“Have you checked her for transmitters?” The doctor walked up to her and seemed to be giving her a visual exam.

Keelor chuckled. “Yes. She is clear of any transmitter. We caught her in a bureaucratic limbo. She had not yet been assigned to a mission, nor has she been installed in the Citadel. There is no record of her other than the first medical visit.”

“I want to scan her first. You have overlooked things before.” The doctor scowled.

Keelor asked in the softest voice. “Are you doubting me, Juhl?”

The doctor shook his head. “No, of course not. You are the finest thing to come out of this lab. We never doubt you.”

Keelor nodded. “Where do you want her?”

Juhl pointed to a scanner that was vaguely similar to the one at Udell base.

Alda plodded over to the scanner and slipped her feet and hands into position. Juhl turned it on, and there was no other option, Alda screamed.

The scan setting burned her nerves as it passed over her. Her eyes tingled, her skin felt too tight and tears tried to work out from under her lids but couldn’t manage it. Her body shook as she tried to store the pain.

Keelor spoke harshly to Juhl, and she gasped as the pain stopped.

Her captor helped her away from the scanner and pressed a glass of water into her hand.

As she sipped at the water, her vision cleared in time to see Keelor strike Juhl with a strong, open palm to the face. The doctor staggered to the side and went down on one knee.

He whimpered and shielded his eyes from whatever Keelor was showing him.

Keelor knelt and Alda could hear him whisper. “She is here to take pain, not receive it. If you don’t remember that, I can show you things that will remind you.”

Juhl swallowed. “Not necessary, Keelor. The scan is complete.”

Alda finished her water and noticed the lone medical person had returned, and two huge guards and an equally large male in shackles accompanied them.

The confined male gave her a wary look as he was hauled to the station prepared by the other two medical men. He struggled as the five men held him down and strapped him in place.

Juhl got to his feet and straightened his clothing. He looked at her. “You. Pain Taker. Get over there and set him to neutral.”

Alda got to her feet and crossed over to the man’s head. He tensed when he felt her hands, but he relaxed when she eased her hands over his temples.

“Do you have to touch him like that?” Keelor crossed his arms and scowled.

Alda spoke absently. “I have to ease him. That is most easily done with a light caress.”

Her talent took his pain and wove it into a ball, tucking it far away in her mind.

Alda felt a surge of pain against her mind and quickly dealt with it. She heard a saw and kept the patient calm and pain free.

She stood at the man’s head and kept him in a pain-free state for hours. Her body ached by the time the physician dismissed her. “Well, done, Pain Taker. The installation is complete.”

Alda didn’t want to look, but she had to. Where smooth skin had been, an armoured panel was now in place. “What did you do?”

Juhl looked at her with consideration before he walked over to her and slapped her across the face.

Alda stumbled to the side and went down on one knee. She pressed a hand to her face and stared up at him as he lifted his hand again. Keelor grabbed him and bent his arm backward until a snap was heard.

Keelor looked at the shocked expression on Juhl’s face. “You are not to cause her pain, Juhl. I thought you understood that.”

Juhl’s hand was hanging at a peculiar angle, and the other three physicians were struggling with what to do.

Alda got to her feet and walked over to Juhl, gripping his arm above the break and stilling the pain. “You have an hour to get it fixed before the pain returns.”

Juhl looked at her. “It figures that you would be weak. How you got Keelor to your side is a mystery, but you will face our minders, and they will tell us what we need to know about other powers that have been hiding in your thoughts.”

Alda stared calmly into Juhl’s eyes. She had met arrogant physicians before. The high chancellor had been one that wanted her subservient. He had hated it when she met him comment for comment.

Juhl began to blink rapidly as she simply stared at him with no emotion in her eyes at all. He shivered and backed up a step.

“Keelor, take her to the minders. They will have a field day with her mind, but I want her back here tomorrow, and I want her able to work. I have an upgrade in mind, and it is going to be unpleasant.” His expression was grim, and he handed himself into the care of the three other physicians while the two guards escorted the patient back to wherever they got him.

Keelor took Alda by the arm. “Come with me.”

Alda nodded. “Apparently, that is my only option.”

“I love a girl who knows when to give up.” Keelor chuckled.

As they walked through the huge doorway, she noted the guards on either side. “Where will I be kept when I am not working?”

“Juhl suggested that you be housed with the experiments, but I believe that their pain may be too distracting for you. You will remain with me at all times, day or night.” He lifted the arm that he held and stroked along the scars on her wrist. “It seems you don’t always know when to give up.”

“That comes and goes. I generally wait until I know what my options are before I fight.” The words came out of her in a rush. His delicate touch on her wrist was surprisingly tender considering the brutality of his temper.

“I am guessing my other half was rather interested in you. You didn’t speak with him?”

Alda thought, “No. He greeted me warmly enough as he passed in the halls but no conversation went between us after he took me from Olsted. I was just a courier parcel to him.”

“He always was timid.”

They passed between guard posts, and Keelor gave a steady nod to the guards lining the halls. Alda could not tell if they were above or below ground, or even on a ship. “They would not let me walk here on my own?”

Keelor chuckled. “No, pet. They would not. This is a high-security facility. Bio scans are monitoring every archway, only those keyed for those entries are allowed to pass through.”

She walked with him, and when she found herself cuddling closer to his side, she made herself put distance between their bodies. He was the only familiar thing that she had seen, and she wanted to hold tight to him, but looking in those eyes, she knew that the familiarity was literally only skin deep.






Chapter Seven

The six beings shackled to benches were filthy, and their minds screamed out to her in pain.

Keelor led her to a seat that was within reach of the six different species, and he backed away. “Do not hurt her, but find out how much she knows.”

Alda sat still as the beings shuffled toward her. She glanced down and winced when she saw the piercing in their ankles that kept them from running free. It ran above their foot, behind their heel and it was connected to a fine chain in the wall.

The first touch on her hand made her jump, but her talent surged out and soothed the pain as best as it could. The minder jerked back for a moment and then touched her again.

She repeated the same connection on the others. She took their pain and soothed their aches. The touches on her mind were not insistent. They were delicate and careful. A screen flared to life in Alda’s field of vision, and they showed her family, the court of Olsted, the shuttle ride to Udell and her interview with Guardian explaining that she was between places but would be welcome to work on her physical fitness until there was something for her to do.

The other images were her running through the wilds of Udell, and the minders smiled at her as they felt her pleasure.

Keelor nodded. “As I suspected. Come, Alda-Xeri. You need food and rest so that you can help Juhl play with the new imports in the morning.”

She shivered and hoped that she had soothed the minders enough. A female with ratty golden hair winked at her and smiled slightly before backing away to return to her bench. That the pain relief was temporary had been blazing in her thoughts and none of the minders had cared. A few hours without agony were well worth the return.

“Well, you are clear. Nothing untoward in the images.” Keelor’s voice was gruff.

She reached out and touched his arm. “You are in pain.”

He removed her hand gently but firmly. “It is nothing.”

Alda shook her head. “It is not nothing. Seeing your other hurt you.”

He took her by the arm again and walked down the hall, back to a lab. “My quarters are here. You will stay with me.”

Keelor marched her past rows of medical beds with manacles attached by adjustable clamps. The sight of them made her shiver in dread, and he was filled with a dark tension all his own.

When they passed through the lab and into a quiet corridor, he opened a door and gently shoved her into it. The moment that the door closed behind him, silence fell. The sound of screams and moans ceased the instant that the seal was in place.

Keelor walked to a small station on one wall, and with a whirring burp, the machine produced two ration packs.

Alda looked around and sat in the one chair in the room.

He sighed. “Sit on the bed, Alda-Xeri. I am not going to pounce on you. I am far too tired for anything tonight.”

She got to her feet and stumbled as she walked to the bed.

Keelor grabbed her by one arm. “What is wrong?”

“The injuries from my fall. My talent is worn, and I can’t hold the pain back much longer.” She sat carefully on the bed with his help.

“Show me.”

She frowned. “No.”

He looked at her, and as he stared, the bright orange of his eyes warmed. “No? You are trapped in my rooms and at my mercy. You can’t deny me.”

She grimaced and sat upright. “And yet, I just did. It’s a miracle.”

He stared at her in shock for a moment before laughter cracked his features. “A miracle indeed. Now, open your suit or I will tear it off you and you will be running around in front of Juhl naked for the rest of tomorrow.”

She grunted. “Fine.”

It took some effort to peel the suit down to her hips, and she was incredibly self-conscious as he stared at her skin. The brown of her skin was shades darker and swollen in places. He looked into her eyes. “Can you read the medical report and tell me what you need?”

She nodded. “Of course. Can’t you?”

“I was given over when I was a teen. My skills were pickpocketing, not healing broken ribs.”

She winced. That was what it felt like.

He disappeared for a moment into the hall, coming back with a data pad. She scrolled through the stats until she saw the Olsted species marker and brought up her scans. “The ribs are just cracked. A tight wrap or a sonic regeneration would take care of most of the problem.”

“What does a regenerator look like?”

She brought the image up on the medical computer. “Like this.”

He nodded and disappeared again. When he came back, the regenerator was in his hand. “What does this do?”

“It calls the repairing cells to the site and accelerates the healing. You just have to hold it over the general area of the crack and it will fill and patch me up in half an hour.”

He followed her direction and held the repair unit in place.

The regenerator sent tingles through her, and she almost collapsed at the easing of the pain in her tissues and bone.

It really was better to have a little relief and face the return of the pain. The easing of it gave her more strength to fight.

Keelor moved the unit slowly, following the bruising and marvelling as it eased and faded.

“How can you live in a medical area and not know what the equipment is?”

“Because I am one of the experiments. I am sent out with guards like Donth to retrieve folk like yourself by whatever means that are necessary.”

She shivered. “Was it horrible to be ripped apart?”

Keelor’s features tightened. “It was worse to be left behind as the faulty one. The darkness, the evil that he didn’t want with him.”

“How did he escape?”

“No one knows. He was here one minute and gone the next, leaving me behind.”

There was an intense loneliness and hurt in his voice, and she reached out to comfort him. He caught her hand before it touched his shoulder, and he pressed his lips to it. “No, Alda.”

She blinked. She had not told him to call her that, but there was something familiar about it.

As she stared into his eyes, they cycled through colour after colour before settling on vibrant blue for a moment.

A pressure on her mind made her sleepy, and she dropped to the bed without another thought.

There was something in her thoughts that she wanted to remember, but she couldn’t.

Keelor watched her eat a meal and gave her water. She rubbed at her forehead as she tried to remember what she saw the night before, but it was lost to her.

“Juhl will want to start soon. There is a new batch of minor talents in from Resicor, and he wants to use the enhancer on one of them.”

“Is it painful?” She frowned in concern.

“Excruciating, but when she is complete, she will be a weapon unlike any other.”

“She?”

“A school teacher who can cause a gentle breeze to blow. She was caught by her government, and when she was found to be completely harmless, she was sold to the Raiders to see what they could make of her.”

The food was bland, but it sat heavily in her stomach. “Why would her people sell her?”

“The psychics on Resicor have a good thing going. They want to keep control over their people no matter the cost. That means they are willing to sacrifice any talent who has the smallest shred of physical application to the Raiders. The Raiders provide them with illusions by those such as myself, and the Resicor government terrorizes its folk into believing that physical talents are evil.”

“Why?”

“Power is power, and once felt, folks like to keep it.” He got to his feet. “Are you ready?”

She nodded and let him take her arm.

They walked down the white hall and back to the lab. The ache of pain struck Alda the moment that they came out through final doorway.

“Is Juhl here?” She looked around.

Keelor shook his head. “We are early. Why?”

“I want to ease those in the pens. It is the only way I can do my job today.”

He looked her over and nodded. He took her toward the pens, and her chest tightened as the waves of pain struck her.

Satut was dozing near the edge of the pens.

“Satut, wake up. Let her in. She will quiet them for the day.”

Satut looked around and shrugged, gesturing for Alda to approach. They passed through a bio field, and she immediately ran to the pen where Vek was lying and moaning in agony. She touched his arm and tears tracked down as his breathing evened out.

Metal was implanted in his body, shifting and flexing as he moved. He shuddered, and she took a chance, reaching for his hand. When she captured it, she pulled it to her lips and pressed a kiss on the back of his hand. He sighed and his body relaxed in sleep.

Satut nudged her elbow but instead of pulling her away, he showed her the next body in pain.

She made her rounds as quickly as she could and attended to the worst cases before Juhl’s voice called out, “Satut, bring her.”

Satut walked to one of the quiet cells, and he opened it to bring the woman out. Woman she was but only barely. Dressed in shredded clothing, the young woman with long, glorious lavender hair looked around her with fear.

Satut hauled the young woman along, and he shoved her through the barrier into Keelor’s arms before Satut turned back and grabbed her as well.

Keelor and Satut changed their charges and marched around the corner to Juhl.

Juhl was standing with a pale creature that looked at Keelor with interest. “You still live? Good. Good.”

The creature had chalky skin, was so thin, it looked made of sticks and tissue enough to cover it. Its eyes were huge, dark and set at a feline angle in its skull. The wisps of hair were moving in a light breeze, and it was that moment that it came to Alda that the terrified women with lavender hair was doing what she could to stop what was coming. It was not enough.






Chapter Eight

“I will take the pain of what they are doing.”

The woman whispered, “Why are you helping them?”

With a blank face, Alda caressed the woman’s forehead and temples. “What makes you think I am here willingly?”

“You are a prisoner? Why weren’t you in the cages?”

“They need me whole and able to work.” She blinked back tears as the enhancer prepared to do his work. “What is your name?”

“Ixa. Ixa Norwing.”

“Ixa, I am going to take your pain. It is all that I can do.”

The enhancer looked at the woman strapped to the slab, and the moment that he made physical contact, Alda went to work.

She was swaying with exhaustion by the time the strange creature was finished and Ixa was humming with power.

Keelor pulled her away.

Juhl had prepared for what was happening. “Bring the pod up and load her in.”

Alda leaned heavily on Keelor as she watched the lovely, young woman being placed in a long silver pod. When they slipped feeds into her body, Alda got the idea that it was not just for secure transport.

“What are they doing to her?”

Juhl was smug. “We have just made an unparalleled weapon with your help. Without you, it would have taken weeks.”

With the feeds in place, Ixa was sedated and the pod was sealed.

Rage started to well within Alda. They were turning a good woman into a weapon and there was nothing she could do. Her hands formed fists, and she watched as Ixa was pushed out under guard.

Juhl was rubbing his hands together and staring at the monitor. “I think we have time to do another.”

The enhancer shook his head. “No. I can only do one before I need to rest.”

Alda sighed. She knew her discomfort would not be taken into account, but this creature was listened to.

Alda drooped with exhaustion, but Keelor held her up.

Juhl looked at them. “Take your pet for a rest, Keelor. She will be needed tomorrow.”

Keelor nodded and lifted her in his arms. Alda rested her head on his chest and relaxed. Her body was exhausted and her mind was numb. She had just helped create a woman at the centre of a killer storm. Rage was only the beginning of her emotions.

She woke in the middle of the night, Keelor’s arm was around her waist, but her suit was still intact.

Alda got to her feet and slipped over to the door, examining the mechanism that would not open for her bio signature.

She concentrated and pulled Keelor’s pain out of her mind, focussing it on her palm. She pressed her hand to the door, and the lock popped.

Alda crept down the hall and headed for the cells. Satut was in his cot, leaning against the wall. She pressed her hand to his and took the aches and pains from him, allowing him to settle firmly into sleep.

With her mind whirling, she used his bio signature, the copy of his pain, to enter the cells.

Vek reached out to touch her the moment she appeared. She took his pain, then licked her lips and kissed his palm. He was burning through her analgesic quickly.

She did the same to nineteen others before a hand closed on her shoulder.

Satut was standing there with a frown on his face. He didn’t know how she had gotten in, and she wasn’t going to tell him.

He beckoned her to one side and he led her to a silent cell. Without saying anything, he opened it and gestured for her to enter.

A woman with a swollen belly lay on the small cot. Alda pressed a hand against her forehead and winced at the pounding pain that the woman experienced.

She bent her head to the woman, “You are not going to call out?”

“They will take my child. The moment I scream, Juhl will come for his offspring.” The woman’s face was pale.

“How long have you been in labour?”

“Two days. Satut does what he can, but he is trapped here, just like the rest of us.”

“Why doesn’t he speak?”

“His talent was enhanced to the point where his convincing voice became deadly. One word can shatter hearing or rupture organs. He lives in silence now, but he once was an amazing tenor. He performed all over Resicor.”

“What is your name, lady?” Alda took most of her pain but left her enough to know what her body was doing.

“Novi. Novi Grames.”

Alda checked and her eyes widened. “The baby is coming whether you will it or not.”

“How soon?”

“It’s here.”

“Can you help me?”

“Yes, just hold tight.”

It happened so fast, one moment Alda was helping Novi bring her daughter into the world, the next the baby was in her arms and the mother had left the living universe.

Satut handed her fabric, and she wrapped the tiny girl up. “Does Juhl have to know?”

Juhl entered the cell. “I believe I have a right to my son.”

“Wrong gender, asshole.” Alda’s anger surged again as she gathered the tiny one to her chest.

“A girl? Feh. It will go with the others, and I will try again. Perhaps you would be a good subject to bear my heir.”

Keelor appeared behind him and wrapped an arm around his neck. Juhl sank to the floor as consciousness fled.

Satut smiled grimly, made a gesture with his hand, and the sound of all the cells opening was heard.

“You are right, Satut. It has to be now. The signal has been sent, they are on their way.” Keelor got to his feet, and he blurred into five bodies. Each man was dressed in leather and soft woven fabric, as Keelor had been, but their eyes were familiar from a memory lost.

Alda was confused, but this was not the time. “We need to go. I can get us past any of the bio fields.”

Terlio smiled grimly. “You won’t have to. Carry the baby first, and the gates will open. Juhl’s DNA is in her.”

“Where are we going?”

“Back the way we came. The Sector Guard will meet us halfway.”

The prisoners left their cells and helped each other make their way down the hall and into the base.

The sounds of battle greeted them when they had dealt with two dozen of the guards. The baby hampered Alda, but anyone who got within touching distance, felt the agony of Salugh syndrome. It was an effective weapon.

The sight of the battle armour of Tech and Phase gave her a feeling of relief, and as those armoured women turned and began to lead the way back, Alda followed easily.

When they made it out of the facility, Alda looked up into the sky. “What is that?”

Keelor was at her side, “That is my home. Resicor. We are on the hidden moon.”

The baby in her arms started to cry.

“How did you get a baby?” Helsin came toward her through the melee. Dev was standing between him and danger while he rushed around giving aid.

“One of the prisoners died giving birth to Dr. Juhl’s child.”

Alda regretfully handed the little one over while Helsin ran scans on her.

“She is a little bundle of energy. What is her name?”

Alda swallowed a lump of grief. “Novi Grames Junior. I don’t know what talent her mother had, but she died birthing her.”

Larsilk was speaking quietly to Satut. The men gripped arms and Satut spoke. “She had the power to illuminate a room. She was scheduled to be enhanced into a weapon of light when her pregnancy took.”

“I thought your voice killed?” Alda put herself between Satut and the baby just in case.

“Larsilk is a nullifier. He is cancelling out my enhanced mutation. When he lets go, I will be back to my cursed self.”

Helsin was tickling the baby with the end of his long braid. “She is in perfect health though a little hungry.”

The fight stilled. Guardian and Pax walked toward their gathering.

Guardian addressed the prisoners. “Ladies and gentlemen, we have arranged transport for you to Teklan base. If you wish it, your powers and bodies will be reset to original specifications.”

Vek asked, “Can you do this?”

Guardian took in the man’s red skin against metal. “I can’t, but Reset and Flame can. They are waiting on the ships to begin healing those who need it most.”

Satut looked over at the baby. “Can I hold my niece?”

Alda took her from Helsin and brought her over to the man who could only speak when holding on to Larsilk. She crooked his elbow and placed Novi in his arm. The little one started screaming, and he seemed alarmed, but he held her carefully.

Larsilk nodded, and Satut released his arm, handing the baby back to Alda.

Helsin came over and took the child. “Alda-Xeri, you are still needed on duty. I will take charge of the child, and Dev will make sure she doesn’t hurt me.”

Keelor took her by the arm and tugged her away from the baby and to a small shuttle where his other four bodies were standing.

“Are you ready, Alda?” Terlio was smiling.

“For what?”

Bukel spoke quietly, “We helped them turn up Ixa. We need to stop her before she becomes nothing more than a weapon of destruction.”

Alda didn’t need to be told twice she was in the shuttle before any of Quad had managed to do more than take a few steps.

It was time to keep someone from using her talent in a way that would haunt her for the rest of her life.






Chapter Nine

Quuro was at the helm and Larsilk was at the navigator station. Alda was in the back with Keelor, Terlio and Bukel for her armour fitting.

“They are going to drop Ixa’s pod near a colony on Rishgar. We need to get in, calm her down and get her out before she can bring the heavens down on the city.” Terlio was briefing her while Keelor and Bukel helped stabilize her while they pulled the suit up and over her hips. She was gripping the handles in the ceiling so that they could smooth the armoured plates directly on her skin before covering them with the suit.

“So, what am I supposed to do?”

“We need you to get in, help her to calm down and then assist us in extracting her so she can be treated by Reset.”

“Can she be set back to normal? How is that possible?” It was taking all her concentration to ignore the hands putting the breastplate over her breasts. “What is this armour for?”

“Ixa should be able to generate hurricane-force winds. We don’t want you flying into anything and breaking an arm, leg or head. Keelor already cracked your ribs once on this mission.”

Terlio ran his hands along the metal, and it formed to her skin. He tugged the suit up around it and smiled. “Now, the arms, and then, I will form a helmet for you.”

“You shape metal. How do I know that you shape metal?”

Terlio looked at Bukel and winced. “It will be explained back on Udell. To get the answers, you have to survive this.”

She scowled. “That is devious.”

He chuckled and Bukel smirked. “Whatever it takes. Normally, you would have your suit custom designed at Morganti, but we had to go around normal procedures. Again, it will be explained later.”

Keelor muttered, “Ignore their teasing. You will know what you need to know. I will tell you if they do not.”

His orange eyes were hot, and he caressed her cheek before trailing his fingers down to her shoulder. Bukel and Terlio paused and looked at each other for a moment before continuing to mould the metal and stuff her into the suit.

When she was done, she was wearing the two layers they had fitted her with and a small com unit attached to the frame that covered her scalp but let her hair flow freely.

She flexed and bent to test her mobility. “When will we arrive?”

The ship shuddered and flickered on its path.

Keelor looked to the control panel. “We will be in the atmosphere within the hour.”

“How will I get close to her if she is using hurricane winds?”

Terlio walked to the back of the shuttle and pressed a few toggles. A strange object rose out of the floor. Alda stared at it, and it suddenly became familiar. “My rider!”

“Your parents sent word that if you were free, you would want it. Can you use it to get close?”

She walked up to it and ran her hands lovingly over the frame. “Oh yes. This is going to work.”

The three men with one face looked at each other with concern before Terlio continued his briefing. He told her where she needed to go, how she needed to get there and that Larsilk would be coming with her. He could nullify Ixa’s talent and get her to the ship without drugging her.

Alda didn’t point out the glaring flaw in their logic. She wanted to get Ixa back to normal, and if that left Alda stranded on a strange world for a few hours, she would accept it.

Larsilk’s arms were around her waist, his chin on her shoulder. He was nervous, but there was something else in his grip that hinted at a different sort of tension. Bukel and Keelor were holding tight to the supports as the shuttle was buffeted by wind.

Quuro was going to get them as close as he could, but then, it would be up to her.

Alda had run pre-flight checks on her rider and was satisfied with what she had seen. It would take them into the hurricane, and hopefully, she could get to Ixa before Ixa got to the city.

The droplight flashed and Alda gripped her controls, watching as the flashing grew faster and faster, until it was holding solid. Larsilk was as tight to her as a second skin when she gunned the rider out the dropped hatch and into the storming air of Rishgar.

The rider rocked and bucked as she fought it into position, and the moment they were in place, Alda cut the power.

* * * *

Terlio watched Larsilk and Alda drop straight down toward the ground. “What is she doing? They will never pull out of that.”

Quuro looked at Keelor, and they grinned.

“What are you two grinning about?”

Quuro laughed, “Alda knows what she is doing. She is dropping into the eye of the storm using their body weight to make their descent as straight as possible. She will kick it on the moment she knows she can control it.”

Keelor chuckled and Terlio grabbed him by the shoulder. “Why did you touch her?”

“Why shouldn’t I touch her? She is ours after all. I knew it the moment I saw her. I am the darker passions of Markenow. It is why I was left behind before they realised that we had split into more than two. They were satisfied keeping the darkness while the light wailed and tried to atone.”

Terlio stiffened and Bukel said softly. “Watch the screens. We can beat the hell out of ourselves later. For now, we need them to arrive safely.”

Terlio snarled. “Later.”

Keelor grinned at him. “Bring it.”

* * * *

Larsilk must be very trusting, that or he had passed out. As the ground approached and Ixa was visible, Alda kicked the machine into life. Her rider swirled around and landed several meters from Ixa.

The pain of her body and mind was screaming. Ixa was desperately trying to get her talent under control, but it was too much, too soon.

Alda took a few steps forward, but Ixa blasted her. “Don’t. Stop. I can’t control it.”

Alda nodded, got to her knees and lay flat on her belly. She heard Larsilk yell, “What are you doing?” She crawled forward along the rocks, inch by inch, to Ixa’s side.

She bent her head down and breathed then looked up and focussed on the woman who was screaming to the skies, her arms in the air with helpless rage.

It took twenty minutes to get her there, but when Alda was able to reach out, the screaming stopped. Ixa collapsed in exhaustion. “You. You were there when they did this to me.”

“Yes, I was. I couldn’t help you then, but I can help you now.” Alda’s grip was firm, and Ixa’s pain receded. “They can put you back to where you started. They can reset you to the point where you won’t cause this kind of damage from the moment you wake up.”

Ixa gasped. “Can they take my talent away?”

Alda sighed at the plaintive begging in her tone. “No, but they can make the breeze blow once again.”

“How?”

“The Sector Guard, they have another talent who can put you back to where your genes say you should be.”

“What makes them different from the Raiders?” Ixa’s voice came up and the winds blew strong for a moment.

“They won’t ask more of you than you are willing to give. I was about to be sold to the Raiders when the Sector Guard came for me. The Raiders came for me anyway, but I don’t believe that the Guard normally parts with what they have claimed.”

Larsilk was coming up on Ixa’s other side. He made a hushing motion with his hand and Alda kept talking.

“You have a chance to start again, Ixa. Another world, another life, a new start. You can do it. Many races in the Alliance and Nyal empires have mild talents who simply live as regular folk do. They aren’t forced into service, are not shackled and are not given over just because genetics played a game of power with them.”

Ixa sobbed. “I just want to go home.”

Alda sighed. “Resicor is the one thing I can’t offer you.”

Larsilk came up and took Ixa’s hand. The winds fell immediately.

Ixa looked up at him and freaked out, “You! No! Get away!”

Alda took the pain and panic that his presence gave Ixa. “No. Ixa. Look at the eyes. The same face but different eyes. The same man who turned your power up to high shattered him. The orange-eyed one was the darkness inside him.”

She held on and continued to take what Ixa gave her. “Larsilk, can you fly my rider?”

He scowled. “I believe so, yes.”

“Good. Get her on it as fast as you can.” She pulled Ixa to her feet. “Go with him, I order you to. Promise me you won’t let go of him. He is cancelling out your talent with his.”

Larsilk took Ixa’s hand and started walking with her. “Why are you staying here?”

“The rider only holds two adults. It won’t lift off with me on it.”

“You knew this before we dropped?”

“Of course. There wasn’t really an option, now was there?” She raised her brows and made a shooing motion. “Come back for me when you can.”

The shuttle was near the city, and it turned to come toward them now that the wind was gone.

“Why don’t you want to wait until the shuttle gets here?” Larsilk was suspicious.

“Do you really think that the Raiders will leave an uncontrolled weapon of mass destruction on a planet and not want to see if they can retrieve it? Do you think that they won’t wonder why she didn’t continue expanding her storm?”

She didn’t have to say anything else. Ixa wrapped her arms around Larsilk, and he got the rider into a wobbling elevation before he turned and gunned it for the shuttle.

Alda kept an eye out for anything incoming and wished that she was more surprised when a ship rose out of the water and made its way toward her.

Alda gathered some of the more recent pains she had taken and charged her skin with them. Anyone who touched her was going to get a debilitating shock. She may be a Pain Taker, but it was time to give something back.






Chapter Ten

Terlio looked down at the rocks and scowled at Quuro, “Can’t we get down there any faster?”

“Not if we don’t want to squish her. She is hopping around quite a bit. Do you know what is happening to those men who touch her?”

Keelor chuckled. “She is giving the pain back. Apparently, she can store the memory of pain and the bio signature of those who experienced it. She used it to pick a lock. My lock.”

Terlio scowled at him. “Why was she in your room?”

Keelor crossed his arms and smirked, “You would rather that she was in the cells, surrounded by pain she could not ease?”

Terlio fought his jealousy. Jealousy was Keelor’s domain, so how could it spill over into him? They had been together while Keelor had been dominant. It was not something they did often, but it had been necessary to get all of them into the Raider’s habitat.

“I can cast an illusion now. Let’s see if it drives them back.” Keelor leaned on the navigator seat and focussed on an image of the full contingent of Udell warriors coming at the Raiders on the rocks.

Alda watched the landing of the shuttle and the moment they were close enough, she ran for it.

When she sprinted into the ship and the door sealed behind her, Terlio found he could breathe again. “Get us to Teklan, Quuro.”

The pilot nodded, and without any hesitation, they were climbing through the skies.

* * * *

Alda lay on the deck, gasping for air and groaning as she squirmed her way toward the wall. A smeared trail of blood showed her path, and when she reached the wall, she let herself relax.

Bukel lifted her in his arms and carried her to a foldout bunk. “Who cut you?”

“Shot me. It was a man with a thorn that shot from his wrist. It sliced right through the armour and kept going. Good thing I am so squishy, it sealed right up.”

She winced as he peeled the fabric, and then he had to call for Terlio.

They got her out of the pertinent armour in a few seconds, but Bukel winced at the wound. “That isn’t good. It isn’t sealing.”

“I am guessing that that is the idea.” She held the pad on it to keep from bleeding everywhere.

“I am not sure what to do. Larsilk is better at this. He is with Ixa, however. She is slow to go under.”

“I can tell you what you need. Can you get me a manifest of what the ship has available?”

Bukel nodded and got her a pad, while Keelor rolled up his sleeves. “I will do this.”

She chuckled. “You were an excellent assistant the first time, I think. I…wow my head hurts.”

“We will fix that soon. Now, tell us what to do.”

Bukel handed her the manifest, and she started to list the items that they could use to slow the flow of blood. She passed out before they closed the wound, but she was sure she would be fine.

“Holy mother of Olsted!” Screaming as she woke wasn’t her favourite thing to do, but the green fire rippling around her was not something to be ignored.

Her five companions were standing, and they breathed a sigh of relief as one being.

As her vision cleared, she grimaced up at the Kozue with the silver eyes. “You must be Flame.”

He laughed and helped her sit up. “You must be naked.” He walked to a shelf and brought her a bodysuit. “You are the Pain Taker, correct?”

She shrugged and slipped into the bodysuit with relief. Being naked in a room full of men may rank high on the fantasy scale, but in reality, it made her nervous. “I am. It is all I have ever been.”

“Well, the anticoagulant on whatever struck you was very powerful. Your men did excellent after care, but they were only able to slow the bleeding.”

She chuckled. “They are not my men.”

“I think they would differ.” He was amused. “They wouldn’t let anyone near you until I was available. Reset is still working on the cyborg.”

“How is Vek?” She checked her suit’s closure and sighed at the feeling of being covered once again.

“He is responding well to treatment, but removing the mechanicals is tricky and Reset can’t work if they are there.”

“Where is he?”

Flame raised his eyebrows and led the way. Alda followed him into a room where two women were working on Vek, and he was covered in sweat.

She quickly moved to his head and pressed her palms to him, taking the pain he was trying not to express.

The women working on him looked up and smiled. One nodded. “I am Reset, this is my assistant Heura.”

“I am Alda. Vek and I have met before.” She concentrated and the women worked faster.

Alda looked and beckoned to Terlio. “Can you soften the metal in his chest?”

Belatedly, she looked to Reset, “Would that help?”

Reset winced and nodded. “The faster we can pull the metal works, the faster I can heal him. If Quad is willing to do the messy bit, Flame and I can seal him and heal him.”

Flame rubbed his hands together. “Standing by.”

Terlio looked queasy, “As my lady commands.” He reached into the metal, made a fist and ripped it up and out.

Alda caught the agony, Flame kept the man from dying and Reset rebuilt his body over the course of the next two hours.

The pain of Flame’s talent was enough to deal with, but when she looked down into Vek’s eyes, she saw the tears seeping down his cheeks. It was worth it.

The moment that Reset straightened, a column of mist that formed behind her caught her.

Alda’s back was on fire, but she smiled and took a few steps toward her companions before she pitched forward.

Vek reached out and caught her before she hit the ground.

“Thank you, Pain Taker. I did not think to see you again, but I am glad you came.” He pulled her in, and she realised he was going to kiss her. Hands pulled her back and held her tight.

Vek tilted his head. “Really? Five of them?”

Alda looked at her companions and their protective glowering.

Keelor was standing between her and the other male. The others were holding her tight. “Sort of.”

She did not have the energy to explain Quad to Vek, besides she wasn’t quite sure how to explain it to herself.

“Gentlemen, can we get back to Udell base, so I can find out what is going on?”

They didn’t need to be told twice.

Her crowd of five hustled her out of medical, past a Dhemon and two Drai before they were on the newly fuelled shuttle and lifting off for Udell base.






Chapter Eleven

Waking in bed with arms around her was a little alarming. As she turned and saw the dark brown eyes of the man sharing the bed with her, she was left with only one conclusion. “Markenow?”

He leaned in and kissed her in response. His body was hot against hers, and as he shifted, she welcomed him.

He was not her first lover, but as she shivered in his arms over and over, she had a thought that he may be the last. No one could follow in her memory after that moment.

After the first rush of learning was over, she lay on her side with him wrapped around her back. “I am guessing that good morning might be a dangerous thing to say after that.”

He chuckled. “Good morning, Alda. I have waited a very long time to hear you say my name.”

She sighed, “Will you now let me know what is going on?”

He brushed lips across her temple. “It should be coming back now.”

She remembered, remembered meeting four of him, them stacking together and the bright blue of Quad’s eyes.

“Blue of Quad plus the orange of Keelor, equals beautiful brown eyes.”

His skin was paler than hers, and she enjoyed watching him stroking her hand with his.

“That is true. Would you like to hear the whole story?”

She nodded. “Yes, and then breakfast. I don’t think I have eaten in a while.”

He agreed. “Once upon a time, I was a pickpocket on Resicor. I was caught, and my mental ability to be unnoticed got noticed. It was a minor talent, so I was not considered valuable and my government sold me to the Raiders for experimentation.

“The creature that enhanced Ixa was the same one who worked on me. He had a plan, and Juhl worked to inject DNA, RNA and other substances into me. When I was packed full of potential, the enhancer worked to activate all those powers, all that potential at the same time.

“I felt as if I was being ripped apart. My body screamed and my mind shrieked as each day the enhancer went to work on me. Finally, Keelor emerged.

“They were satisfied that he was the end result of the experiment, and they locked me in the cells. We talked, and while it was obvious that he was made of my darker impulses, he had compassion for those around us. We planned an escape, and it had two options. The first was that we would both escape and try to reconnect later. The second was that Keelor would remain behind as a failed escape and give them his life in service.

“You know what happened next. I escaped, and he was left behind to play the long game. Every few months, they would run him through the minders, but as he and I were not psychically connected, they found nothing.”

She nodded. “So, when they sent him to get me on Udell, you and he reformed.”

He pressed a kiss to her temple. “We did. He was shocked that I had continued to split, and so, he could legitimately say that he had not seen the Guardsman known as Quad before.”

She sighed and enjoyed his embrace, the feel of his body against hers. When his stomach growled, she laughed. “I am glad you beat me to that.”

He chuckled, and they got to their feet, dressing in bodysuits that were clean and comfortable. “Why did you have to strip to stack together in Guardian’s office?”

He smiled as they made their way to the commissary. “One, my body doesn’t replicate artificial fibres, two, I was showing off. I enjoy everything about you, and it was only a matter of time before I was going to be allowed to court you. I thought I would simply show you what was on offer, times four.”

After loading a tray and having a seat, she said, “You need to learn some basic first aid, you know. If I keep touching people in agony and getting injured, you will have to do better than following my instructions.”

“I don’t want you in danger.”

“Tough.” She smiled as she worked through her fruit salad.

Dev walked in and joined them after she loaded up her breakfast tray, “You are back up to date?”

Alda nodded.

“Thank goodness. It was hard keeping everyone away from you.”

Alda quirked her brow, “You had to keep everyone away?”

“Sure. We are family, sort of. We are all in the same job and the same danger. Who can we lean on if not each other?” Dev shrugged and worked on her meal.

Razer and Tech came in, followed by Phase and Rupture, Guardian and Pax gathered, and with each addition, another table was shoved together until they were all eating at one long, unified structure.

Guardian smiled, “So, Quad is now Quint, huh?”

Markenow grinned. “Whole at last. Yes.”

“What happened to the minders at the base?” Alda asked Pax.

“They have been taken to a sealed base for healing and verification. When dealing with Raiders, we need to make sure that they are not sleeper agents.”

“Like Keelor.”

Pax frowned. “I suppose.”

“Why don’t you heal them, offer them employment in the low level of the minder guild or a ticket home if they have a home to go to?”

Pax shrugged. “I suppose we could arrange semi-annual visits to check on them.”

“And self-defence classes. They definitely need a feeling of personal capability. Everything they had was taken from them.”

Guardian was listening. “I will pass your opinion along. Compassion is rarely misplaced.”

“How about Satut and his niece?”

“Satut and Novi are being permanently assigned to Morganti base. There are children on the base already, so it will be the best place for her to grow up. The Citadel will provide schooling and the Sector Guard, training. She will have everything she needs.”

Alda smiled until she realised that there were two names missing from the discussion. “What about Dr. Juhl and the enhancer?”

Guardian grimaced. “They escaped. We don’t know how, but no life signs were found at the base. They are still out there, but we will find them.”

Alda shivered at the thought that those monsters were out there. “What about the Resicor government selling their talents for experimentation?”

Guardian smiled, “That is going to be taken care of in short order. Attacking a civilian population is out of the question, so when we move, we have to do it carefully. Currently, we are engaged in siphoning off several Resicor talents and offering the government treaties and mineral rights in their sector as compensation. It has given us a view into their bureaucracy and that is helping us find the moment to strike.”

That reminded Alda of something. “Come to think of it, am I finally a member of the Citadel?”

Guardian’s cheeks darkened pewter under the silver skin. “Yes. We couldn’t have you officially in the Citadel when you were taken, or they would have had to mount an immediate rescue. We needed a little more time.”

Markenow put his arm around her, “What our esteemed leader is not saying is that as you are a member of a Citadel that isn’t built yet, the only person who could legitimately come to your aid is Dev.”

Dev wiggled her fingers from across the table. “Now, I am impressive, but not taking down a whole base impressive.”

After breakfast, Alda took a long walk with Quint, talking, laughing and enjoying the interior garden. She turned to him under the green canopy and smiled up at him. “This is a very strange turn of events.”

“Our coming to the gardens?”

“No, my being here on Udell instead of chained in the palace on Olsted. To think, if you had not managed to make it there before the duke died, I would have ended up with the Raiders anyway. I would have met Keelor, and who knows what would have happened.”

He grimaced. “What are you getting at?”

“Could you have been content with only part of you being with me?” She was looking for a declaration, but she couldn’t figure out how to get it.

He wrapped his arms around her. “Quad would have felt the loss of your presence in his life. He would have wandered the worlds lonely and alone. Keelor would have been a smug bastard and escaped with you to start a life amongst the stars.”

She laughed and cupped his jaw with her hands while he stroked his fingers over her cheek and brow the same way Keelor had when they first met. “That is precisely what I wanted to hear.”

He kissed her, and she wrapped her arms around his neck, enjoying the moment when pleasure won out over pain and death was not lurking in the darkness. She knew it was a rare moment, so she committed it to memory.

Joy was a glowing spark against the dim grey of pain, and she held that spark in her mind until she could feel nothing else. Knowing that pain would return made the joy glow all the brighter, and she fanned the flames until it was burned into her memory.

When five pairs of hands grabbed her ass, she began to laugh and looked up at Keelor’s burning orange eyes and his body in the tattered suit. The others were moving in on her, and she surrendered to the peculiarity of having one man with five bodies.

The possibilities were mindboggling, and if she was lucky, that wasn’t the only part of her that would soon be overwhelmed.




Author’s Note

Sharing pain is something people do every day in every way. Over the last year, I have spoken to any number of friends who have lost loved ones, pets and relationships. The pain hurts, but sharing it seems to take the sting out.

Everyone I have ever met has taken or given pain in the course of a week. Some delight in causing it, others are wrapped up in trying to ease it. It costs nothing to share someone’s pain, but you lose a bit of yourself by causing it deliberately.

Now, on to funnier topics…

The Starborn will be my next release, and it just goes to show that no matter how much you wish to, you can’t choose your family. For better or worse, your family is yours alone, and you will have to deal with them when they go supernova at a family gathering.
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