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Fighting Sanity


Being a bastard on Bassinor has been difficult enough, but Erinii Zakkata has always done her duty to family and that was what landed her in the facility to begin with. Gassed into a hallucinogenic state, she has spent four years trying to swim out of the fanciful creations of her mind, and with a little intervention from a familiar face she manages to find reality again. Or did she?

Until she can find a way to escape she has to appear to be a madwoman in a psych facility, and when the role comes far to easily, she has to wonder if she has made it out of her nightmares or is she still trapped in her own mind, living out an escape that seems far too good to be true?

A representative from the Citadel is now featuring heavily in her fantasies, but is he real or just another illusion to keep her from escaping her imprisonment?

Time and a heavy detox will tell.
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Chapter One

Four years. She had been here for four years. She rubbed at her eyes as her mind cleared and she was able to see her situation with intense clarity. Her talent flickered weakly, wrapping around her and shifting the contents of her chamber in short jerks. The vents in her ceiling popped and she cursed. Just a little more time and she would have been able to work something free. She had no idea where she would run, but she wanted so desperately to be free.

Erinii Zakkata stared at the blank walls of her cell. She could hear the cries and moans of the other imprisoned talents through the stone that surrounded her in the power-segregation facility.

Thick green mist was pumped in through the vents and as she breathed in, the grim surroundings faded away. She was off to her mind-crafted world and the creatures her brain used to keep her company.

* * * *

Erinii sat up and smiled at the bright and cheerful environment that surrounded her. Birds twittered, the nearby brook babbled and she was free to wander around serenely in the hallucination that her mind had woven for her.

Ahead of her, a wall opened and one of the squid faces came forward, pausing at a respectful distance. He was wearing a purple squid on his face today and it contrasted sharply with his bright blue eyes.

“Zakkata, please come and have your meal.” His voice was muffled as the squid faces always were.

She got to her feet, her pretty gown weaving itself out of nothing to drape to the tips of her glittering shoes.

“Who are we today, Zakkata?”

She smiled politely and curtseyed toward him. “I am a princess, of course.”

“Very good. Your tea party awaits, my lady.”

He walked with her down the hall to where fascinating creatures cavorted and frolicked, some letting out the most horrible screeches while throwing their food around.

She sat gracefully at her table, accepting her tray with a gracious smile. The squid face that delivered it didn’t speak, but she could feel its disturbing scowl underneath the creature that wrapped its face.

She sipped at her tea, frowning at the tepid brew. She was about to ask for a hotter pot, but the two squid faces near her were in deep conversation.

“They have been asking for her, you know.” The server was muttering while darting worried glances toward Erinii.

“Have you heard what they want?” Her escort stood with his arms crossed loosely over his chest.

“No, but someone outside our government is making inquiries. How they learned she was here is a mystery.”

“Her initial arrest was public. If they were looking for someone like her, it wouldn’t have taken much investigation.”

They continued their conversation in low tones and Erinii knew that she was the topic of their discussion by the glances that the serving squid face kept throwing her way.

She sipped at the disappointing tea and watched the trolls and fairies gambol about for hours. Sandwiches were sitting on her tray, but she didn’t wish to eat them.

The candies held no appeal for her either, so she hid them within the uneaten food.

“You were not hungry, my lady?” Her squid face was at her side.

“No. The candy was nice though.”

She saw a resigned disappointment in his eyes. “I am glad you enjoyed it, my lady. Shall we return to your rooms?”

She got to her feet without his assistance. Erinii moved through the halls of her castle with a loose and graceful stride. It was hardly ladylike, but she liked keeping her body in good shape.

The squid faces in the hall stepped aside to let her pass as if afraid of her touch. Respect would not have had them flattening themselves against the wall with the whites of their eyes showing.

As her companion stopped and opened her door for her, she had to ask. “Why are all the servants so afraid?”

His eyes welled with something she couldn’t name. It could have been pity, but there was a strange longing as well. “You have not always had the most polite of temperaments. They fear a tantrum of sorts.”

She blinked and accepted his earnest words. She raised a hand to touch him, but he brought his hand up to stop her.

“You cannot touch me, my lady. It is forbidden.”

Erinii nodded with a jerk and returned to her chambers. Her day stretched before her and after another peculiar meal in the strange fairyland of her imagination, she slept as the green mists slowly dissipated.

* * * *

Her head pounded and her mouth was dry when she woke. The clarity of her thoughts was new. “What the hell?”

Her whispered words were muttered into her pillow. She slept on her stomach and for once, she was grateful. If Erinii were careful, no one would know that her mind was her own for the first time in years.

Her talent spluttered, but she managed a thin covering over her mouth and nose to act as a filter against the gas. It might take some tweaking, but she was going to get out of this mad house and damned soon.

It had been four years since her talent had made itself obvious in a public setting. A protest against her government had drawn rioters to the public squares. She had left her work as a clerk and noticed a large quantity of armed men, government men, heading toward the gathering.

Her half-sister and brother were participating as objectors and she needed to warn them. As she ran, her reflexes took over and she tipped everything into the street that she could. Light posts, trash containers and any number of vehicles shifted behind her to block followers and delay the arrival of the armed men.

She had found her siblings in the crowd and warned them to run, but by that time, the army was upon them. Erinii had waved her arm and the guns pointed at the objectors took aim at the sky.

The crowd had turned to stare at her and with that one action, she had done what no amount of negotiators had managed to do—unite the objectors and the government with fear.

They had turned on her, beaten her almost to death and when she woke, she was in the facility with others of her ilk—uncontrolled talents who had dared to step into the public eye. She was now part of the dirtiest secret on Bassinor—a line of DNA that cropped up at random and could not be stopped unless each and every carrier was expunged from the population. With over thirty percent of the population carrying the gene in its dormant form, there was no way to cleanse the taint of power from their planet.

Erinii was one of the descendants of those tainted genes and her power of telekinetic control had to be locked away for the safety of the population, lest she choose to reign over them.

It was a spurious argument that had united her people and locked her in a facility where she was dosed with gas and locked in her mind every day. As she pasted a false, vacuous and cheerful smile on her face, she had only one question.

What had changed?




Chapter Two

As the gas flowed from the ceiling to pool around the edge of her bed, she hoped that she had gained enough strength to keep the gas out while enabling herself to breathe. Watching her door open, she tried to keep the blank and cheerful expression on her face.

“Good morning, Zakkata. Who are you today?” The breather strapped to his face made the expression in his eyes all the more poignant. She knew those eyes.

“The Swan Queen, of course.”

She got to her feet and swept past her stepbrother Davio and then waited for him to escort her down the hall.

Images of the last few years in a drugged state flickered through her mind. The breathers did resemble squids, wrapping their limbs around the face of their wearer and protruding downward to house the filter.

The stone walls were actually a solid-pour composite designed to keep the psychic emanations to a minimum.

As she entered the dayroom, she was hard pressed to keep her face in its bland configuration. Patients were arranged haphazardly, some tethered to their chairs and some roaming free. These were the tumbling trolls and fairies of her imagination.

They were wearing the same tight, sleeveless top and black tights that she wore as well as black slippers. They shrieked, moaned and rocked in place, each had a caretaker with them, but no one was moving to help them.

Keeping her features straight was the hardest thing she had ever done. She took the seat that Davio directed her to and smiled politely at the server who brought her a tray containing a sandwich of dried bread with some protein spread on it and an array of pills.

“Thank you, squid face.” She smiled beatifically at the server and the startled man bobbed his head.

As he had yesterday, the server walked over to Davio and began speaking. “They are lobbying to get her freedom, you know. Can you believe it, after what she did?”

She blinked and smiled as she nibbled at the food. She palmed the pills calmly and wedged them into half her sandwich.

As she ate, minute amounts of the gas seeped into her lungs. It didn’t have a firm hold on her, but the shrieking prisoners were changing into jesters before her eyes and the few folk who were sitting immobile were pieces on a game board.

She stood and pointed. “I want to play the game.” It seemed best to go along with the hallucination.

Davio was at her side, “Please, my lady. Have a seat. The game will wait. You need to eat something.”

“The candy was good but the sandwich was a little bland.”

The sadness came to his eyes again. “Did you enjoy the candy?”

“I did. It reminded me of being a little duck on the pond and wishing for a bit of sweet to call my own.”

A flicker of light entered his eyes. “Did you get sweets as a little duck?”

“Eventually. My father was a swan and he had other swan babies. They took pity on me and now, I am the Swan Queen.” That was as much as she would tell him while he was wearing that mask.

His eyes brightened with tears and he put his hand near hers on the table. “It sounds like you were a lucky little duck.”

She inclined her head regally. “And now I am a swan.”

He lifted her tray and walked away with it, dropping the waste into an incinerator. He returned to her and stood at her side until a chime ended mealtime.

She walked in silence back to her cell and nodded politely as she passed Davio. She had given him the opportunity to turn her in and if he took it, she would be back on injections to maintain her catalyst levels.

“I am glad to have met you, Swan Queen.”

She took up a decorous pose on her bedding and watched him close the door. She followed her drugged exercise routine, doing push-ups and sit-ups as well as a regimen of stretching.

By dinner, she had worked up an appetite, taken a sonic shower and was sitting back on the edge of her bed as if nothing had happened.

Davio returned to her rooms and she followed along with him, trying to act as if she was wearing a floor-length gown.

A caretaker in a mask came and spoke to Davio as she nibbled at her meal of meat and roasted vegetables.

He nodded at the other male in the mask and then walked to stand next to her. “My lady, there is a visitor for you.”

“I was not expecting visitors today, squid face.”

“I am sorry, my lady, but they will not be denied and this is not the appropriate place.”

She shook her head and got to her feet. “Of course not. No one should be allowed in my private apartments. I will meet with this visitor and give them a piece of my mind.”

With absent hands, she straightened her invisible gown and adjusted her tiara. Davio walked with her through the throng of chemically insane talents and their caretakers. She moved her skirts out of the way smoothly and the caretakers of the other prisoners winked at each other as she passed.

It took them ten minutes to walk to the mysterious location of her visitor and the gasses thinned to nothing by the time they arrived.

“It’s horribly rude to be taken from my meal.”

Davio nodded, but there was a strange tension in his limbs. Whatever was on the other side of that door, he wanted her to make a good impression.

He paused for a moment and unclasped his mask, stowing it on his belt. He knocked and when the door opened, he gestured for her to enter.

She lifted her imaginary skirt with one hand and swept forward with all the regal bearing she could muster.

Erinii wished she could pinch herself, because she wasn’t sure that the male in robes standing near the window was real.

“This is patient Zakkata. She currently believes that she is the Swan Queen. There is no sanity for you to speak with, Instructor Nemilin.”

The male had long black hair and chalk white skin. His eyes were brilliant blue and their gaze bored into hers.

Hello, Erinii Zakkata. I am here to request that you be remanded into the custody of the Citadel.

She blinked and concentrated. I would be only too happy to leave, but my government has consigned me here, so how are you thinking of getting me loose?

You are lucid?

Yes. I have been avoiding the catalyst medication that they make us take. With the catalyst, the hallucinogenic gasses have a very dramatic effect.

He bowed low, “Greetings, Your Majesty.”

She inclined her head. “Greetings, Instructor Nemilin, you have interrupted my meal. An appointment should have been made.”

One dark eyebrow lifted in amusement. “Pardon my abrupt appearance, Majesty. I was not planning to visit you but could not pass up the opportunity once I had heard of your charms.”

She tried to blush and batted her lashes. “Oh, sir, you do go on.”

The administrator was looking between the two of them. “You see, Instructor. This woman is clearly out of her mind with delusion.”

He inclined his head. “I will take her anyway.”

“I am sorry, I can’t allow that. She is a danger to herself and others.”

Fifty meters outside the gate, I have a shuttle. It counts as a consulate and carries immunity from seizure. I will remain here for precisely twelve hours. If you can get to the ship, you will be free.

I understand. What is the penalty if I leave now? She cocked her head and waited for his reply.

Go.




Chapter Three

Four years of repressed energy turned the wall into tiny bits as she slammed an invisible fist through the window. With her indoor slippers, she ran through the hole in the building and tried to find the shuttle as the Instructor had described it.

The first green gas bomb went off and she shielded her body with a four-foot bubble while a second and third exploded within an arm’s reach of her. Erinii deflected the weapons trained on her and kept going, snapping the gate in two as she approached.

She heard the shouts and ran as quickly as she could, her cardio was the only part of her exercise regimen that she had been unable to maintain. Her skin burned and her pulse raced, but she managed to make it to the silvery ship that opened at her arrival.

A skimmer cut her off, blocking her from gaining sanctuary. The administrator was in the skimmer with the instructor.

The moment that the Citadel representative was out of the skimmer, she shoved the transport device aside while clutching the administrator in a fist of power, lifting him fifteen feet off the ground.

She faced the instructor and asked him, “Was your question genuine?”

He stood with his foot on the step of his shuttle. “It was.” He extended his pale hand to her and she took the few steps necessary to close the distance.

He was completely unfazed by her grip on the administrator. The moment that she took his hand, he pulled her inside and pressed a number of keys on the door pad to seal the hatch.

“You might want to release the administrator, Erinii. You don’t want to hold him during launch and we need to be going right now.” His voice rose on the last two words and the ship shuddered under their feet.

She lurched and he wrapped her in his arms, holding her tight as the ship lifted off the surface and made for the sky.

“You have a pilot?”

“Sort of. Let’s get you into a seat and then we can discuss whatever you wish.”

He helped her walk along the rocking deck and fight the heavy pressure of gravity.

She fell into the seat with a groan and buckled the harness with her mind. He sat next to her and wrapped his hands around the controls, pulling them out of the atmosphere and dodging the weapon’s fire that was coming from the surface.

“They seem to object to your departure, Erinii.”

She yawned. “They don’t want me, but they don’t want anyone else to have me. It is a story written in the ages.”

He chuckled. “You still don’t believe that this is real, do you?”

She blinked and grinned. “If this was real, you would not be nearly as pretty as you are.”

The laugh that he barked out made her smile. It was a good hallucination to have. His neck was corded with muscle, his robes teased as to what would be underneath and his hair begged to be touched.

Absently, she touched her hair and scowled at the matted red mass that was knotted into a wad on her head. It was at that moment that a trickle of hope went through her. If her hair was this messed up, she might have touched reality. All of her fantasies had held elaborate coifs that were held in place with tiaras or veils.

The knots that she was wearing must have made her look as insane as she had been only one week ago.

She watched the mountains that surrounded the city of her birth grow smaller and smaller as they entered the cloud layer. The Citadel representative was quite the pilot. He pulled them out of the territory of Bassinor and into free and open space.

The moment that they were free of Bassinor space, an escort of larger, sleeker ships surrounded them. Without any words being spoken, another ship moved over them and metallic clangs indicated contact.

A silvery sheet covered the view screens and monitors. “What is going on?”

“The Sector Guard is hiding us from any pursuit and taking us to Citadel Morganti, so you can get some training for that agile mind of yours.”

He lowered the power settings on the ship and turned to face her. “We are stable now. You can unbuckle and walk around.”

She fumbled with the harness and slowly got to her feet, the magnetic, artificial gravity felt odd under her feet, but she managed to get up and move toward the galley where her host was waiting for her.

“Do you mind if I run a cursory scan? It will give us a baseline as to how saturated you are with sedatives.”

She shrugged. “Sure. When you are done, can you find me a hairbrush? I think it has been a while.”

He grinned. “I believe that can be arranged. By the way, we have never been introduced. I am the kinetic instructor at Citadel Morganti. My name is Dravi Nemilin.”

“You already know I am Erinii Zakkata. I was a clerk and now am an escaped prisoner.” She followed him to the fold-out scanner unit and stood with her back to the machine. The clasp of a restraining halo was unmistakable.

His absent smile was all that kept her from ripping the object off her head. The machine chirped as it completed each of a battery of tests and when it was done, she was free.

She jumped as far away from the machine as the narrow confines would allow. “I don’t like that.”

Dravi cocked his head to one side, a slither of dark hair moved over his shoulder and down across his chest. “Is there any particular reason?”

Memories of being tied down, drugged and examined flooded over her. Despite her government’s disdain for talents and psychics, they were intensely curious about how it worked. With her public exposure of her talent, it gave them free reign to abuse her as a lawbreaker.

Her voice was soft as she said, “I don’t like being confined.”

He nodded and smiled gently with understanding. “I will get you that hairbrush.”

The flutter of his robes as he walked into the lav was soothing. The slight, hypnotic sway of fabric as he glided soundlessly through the ship set the possibility in her mind that she was back in the facility and none of this was real.

He brought back three brushes and a comb, handing them to her with another smile. “This should help you to make sense of that mess.”

She blinked. Reality slapped her in the face as his wry expression sent a thrill through her. No one ever called her on her ratty appearance in her hallucinations.

“Thank you.”

There was a seat in the galley-medical-sleeping quarters. She perched on the edge of the seat and divided the snarl of her hair into sections. It took some doing, but with her arms aching and two hours passed, the crimson curtain of her hair surrounded her.

She sighed and wiped the tears from her eyes and cheeks. She sniffled and walked into the lav to wash her face and hands. Her reflection shocked her. Her normally green eyes were surrounded by pink from her tears, her skin was chalkier than normal and the dark circles around her eyes stood out like bruises.

Her lips were pinched and pale as if the stresses of her life were written on her face. With the hallucinations, she should have looked well rested, but she supposed her subconscious had been fighting for its freedom for quite a while. She just wished she knew for certain if this was real or the product of her imagination.




Chapter Four

The shuttle that they were in shuddered.

“What was that?” Erinii had spent the better part of the six-hour trip in complete silence.

Dravi looked at her in surprise. “I thought you were asleep. We are entering the Morganti atmosphere. They will be dropping us off at the Citadel and you will be able to get a proper detoxing in the medical centre and from there, your training will begin.”

“What training?”

“How to use your abilities to your greatest advantage. The planet has allowed us a training ground for this purpose and I have no doubt that after you have recovered from your confinement, you will be up to the challenges.”

“To what purpose?” She really couldn’t see any use for her skills that didn’t involve destruction.

“Our Citadel outpost works with the Sector Guard. We go in where they can’t and do what no one asks of us. It is a far cry from the old ways of doing things. Now, we have a purpose beyond serving the politicians of the Alliance. We can make a difference.”

Erinii ran her hand through her hair and idly started to braid a lock. “Isn’t that a little hackneyed? Make a difference?”

He sighed and looked at her. “If I had not chosen to make a difference, you would not be here. If your caretaker had not chosen to make a difference, you would still be in a medicated stupor on Bassinor.”

She blushed. “Ah, you are correct. Please pardon my slip. I am not used to thinking of myself as useful in any way.”

Dravi’s lips twisted in rueful acceptance. “Please pardon my comment. I forget that we don’t know much about your planet or its customs.”

Erinii was going to say something else, but their shuttle landed with a gentle thump.

The silvery covering surrounding them dissolved and she was staring at a smooth, wide tower surrounded by buildings still in construction.

“Welcome to the Citadel, Erinii Zakkata, your new home.” Dravi released his harness and got to his feet.

Erinii used her mind to flick her harness loose and followed him to the back of the shuttle. Dravi grabbed the storage chip from the scanner as he passed, tucking it into the depths of his robes.

The day was bright, Erinii held her hand up to her eyes as she struggled to adapt to the far more hostile light that bathed Morganti. She followed her rescuer slowly. Her slippered feet were not up for any speed over the rougher terrain of the construction zone.

“The building will be completed within the year.”

Erinii looked around her as she walked. She knew that she would never be able to find her way around until she spent some time learning this particular fantasy. A few figures in Citadel robes waved at Dravi as they made their way to the huge tower that the organization was named after.

The medical centre was waiting for her and when the physicians swarmed her, panic set in.

Memories of the crowd pushing in on her, kicking and striking her until she went down and stayed down ran through her thoughts.

She pushed out with her mind to create a bubble of unoccupied space and though her power flickered wildly, she held them at bay until Dravi pressed his pale hand against the wall she had erected.

“Erinii, you have a lot of toxins in your system that have to be purged as quickly as possible. Healer Brenak will attend you and the others will stand back. Is that acceptable?”

She blinked rapidly, fatigue overwhelming her limbs. “Just the one?”

Dravi smiled helpfully. “Just the one.”

She shook and lowered her protective covering.

A female extended her hand and the others faded back to watch the procedure. “Please come with me, Ms. Zakkata.”

Erinii took her hand and let the healer lead her deeper into the facility and to an exam bed.

“Instructor Nemilin, can you give me the readout from the ship?”

Dravi reached into his robes and removed the small data chip. The healer took it and Dravi helped Erinii onto the exam table.

She sat quietly with her legs dangling over the edge and her head spinning. Now that she had used her talent, she was becoming aware that the power had drained her completely. She was barely conscious as the healer returned to her side.

“Lay back, Zakkata. When you wake up, everything will be clear.” The woman smoothed her hands over Erinii’s forehead and smiled, but there was a worried crease between her brows.

Dravi’s quiet nod was what let Erinii dissolve into unconsciousness. Hopefully, her dreams would change when she came out of this one. This dream was far from fun, though the change in venue was refreshing.

The Instructor was at her side when she woke. “Huh, I thought that the backdrop would have changed, as well as the characters. Don’t get me wrong, I am glad you are not a squid face, but this is getting old.”

Dravi gave her a tense smile. “Glad to have you back with us. They did quite a number on you with the toxins.”

“Well, they needed to keep me alive to hold me up as a threat to the population. Frankly, I have already done my civic duty. I united the population and the government with fear and panic.” She was always grumpy when she first woke, but usually, she had a few seconds of lucidity before the gasses took her to parts unknown. It was more of a tease than anything, letting her see herself before she was lost to the madness.

She sat up and a healer scuttled toward her. “Ms. Zakkata, you need to rest. Your heart stopped twice during the extraction and it took all of us to get you breathing again.”

Aches and pains that Erinii didn’t recall earning were suddenly clear. “So, it stopped twice. That would explain a lot.”

She swung her legs over the edge of the bed and flushed bright pink. She was naked and facing Instructor Nemilin. He politely closed his eyes, but she had been lying nude on a bed and he had been sitting next to her for an undisclosed period of time.

“Healer, can I get something to wear?”

The healer looked at her and blushed. “Of course. I am so sorry. We just removed your clothing to have the gas residue analyzed. Your body broke down the enzymes into an addictive toxin and it started to put you through withdrawal when you landed. It was ingenious really, the perfect way of keeping you insane and dependant.”

Erinii pulled two hanks of hair forward to cover her breasts. “Clothing, please?”

The healer scuttled to a storage bin and returned to hand a folded article over. “Sorry, Ms. Zakkata.”

Erinii opened the scarlet wrap and slid her arms into the sleeves, closing the front before she hopped to her feet and tied the sash with the wrap, decently covering her to her knees.

The floor was pleasantly cool under her feet and she wriggled her toes at the sensation.

It was something that she had not felt in years, the facility demanded that shoes be worn at all times. Even the showers were designed to accommodate the footwear.

Instructor Nemilin came up beside her. “You have an intake interview scheduled. Will you go you as you are?”

She looked down and wiggled her toes, again happy with the minute freedom she had gained. “Sure. Let’s go.”




Chapter Five

Having tea with a Dhemon was a new experience and did nothing to firm her opinion of her reality.

Facility Coordinator Turnari had shiny horns that flashed as he inclined his head. His features were tired, but his smile was kind. “So, Erinii Zakkata, what do you want to do with your life?”

She paused with her cup just in front of her lips. “I thought you were going to tell me that.”

Dravi chuckled silently, his shoulders moving with amusement. He kept his mouth shut and she suspected that it was an unusual thing for him.

Turnari grinned. “With your power level, you have a number of options available.”

“What power level?”

Turnari blinked, surprise evident on his face.

Dravi spoke, “The Bassinor are hostile toward talents, Turnari. They don’t allow training or conversations in regard to using talents.”

“Right. I had forgotten about that.” He rubbed at his chin and leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. “When a person has a talent, it radiates out of their mind at a variety of frequencies and each person has their own level of ability to control those frequencies. Those are what we refer to as power levels.

“You have what is called catastrophic telekinesis.”

The term he used made her choke on her tea. “Catastrophic?”

“It is a reference used for a telekinetic who can move more than one hundred times their own body weight.”

She blinked and put her cup down. “I don’t think I can do that.”

He nodded to Dravi and her pale companion went to the desk and opened a projector, dimming the lights.

Dravi spoke. “This is what Davio sent to us and what earned you our intervention.”

The images flickered and Erinii was confronted with the security footage of her initial exposure to the public. She held her breath as the small woman in the display sprinted down the street, light posts, mailboxes and cars sliding in to block the approach of the military visible on the bottom of the recording.

Erinii ran her hands through her hair, feeling the small ridges and lumps of scars. She knew what was coming next but couldn’t look away.

She got to her siblings and warned them, arguing with them for a moment before the first warning shot rang out. Her blazing red hair swung wide as she whirled to confront the incoming soldiers. It was so surreal to watch her arm rise and the guns rise with them.

Watching the next portion of the images showed the crowd of protestors turning on her, feet flying toward her body in an endless round of kicks. Her siblings were pushed back, held and the crowd surged to attack them as well, the madness of the riot taking over.

Erinii’s eyes widened as she saw the bleeding and broken body reach out to throw the rioters away from her siblings. She didn’t remember getting to her feet and ploughing a path for her family to run to safety. She held three thousand writhing bodies back with the power of her mind and when the military brought an aircraft weapon into position, she held up a wall of energy until the gun was empty.

There were those around her who were wounded by the flying shards of metal and when the gun stopped firing, she dropped to the ground, one of hundreds of injured and dying. A troupe of soldiers lifted her from the ground, stepping over the protestors and marching away with her.

Erinii sat back, wiping tears from her face. “I didn’t know about that.”

Turnari smiled. “You have highly protective instincts. It was a definite draw for our intervention.”

“So, if I had simply attacked the army, I would still be at the facility?” She twisted her lips.

“Yes. You would have been a danger and your sentence would have been earned.” Turnari raised his hand, “However, that was not the case, your siblings got away and they were able to work behind the scenes to get you off the catalyst and from there, you were capable of communicating with Dravi.”

“What will happen to Davio? I mean, they will know that he helped me.”

Dravi grinned. “Will they? I have wiped the memories of everyone at the facility. They will never know you were there.”

She blinked in surprise. “You did what?”

Turnari poured her another cup of tea. “Dravi Nemilin is a Minder. He has been trained to rummage around in the thoughts of others to remove and help them cope with trauma. He pinpointed thoughts of you and he removed them. Your stepbrother took care of the paperwork before he left and he should now be safely on his way to meet with his family. They were extracted last year before we began working toward your release.”

She blew on her new cup of tea to cool it. “This has been in the works for a year?”

Turnari grimaced and sat back. “Since you were technically arrested for an illegal offense on your world, it was necessary to try and gain your freedom through political channels. When it became obvious that they would not part with you willingly, we had to circumvent your regulations and we are very good at circumventing.”

A grin on a Dhemon was frightening at the best of times, but when there was grimness in his eyes, it was even creepier.

Erinii heard the clattering of her teacup on its saucer and she quickly put it down on the table before her shaking hands dropped it. “No one remembers me?”

Dravi smiled and flicked the lights on. “They remember you, but I planted a meme that you died in the facility.”

“You did what?”

He gracefully took a seat next to her on the short couch. “I planted a meme. It is an idea that continues onward without any direct propulsion. It passes from person to person until everyone knows it. While the folks at the facility have a more detailed description of your death, the general public will only know that you are dead.”

She blinked as images of her half-sister and niece ran through her mind. “Even my family?”

“Your brother left the surface and I was able to exclude him from the field that I generated when I first landed. Those inside the facility had the benefit of its shielding, so I had to wait until I was waiting for you to begin to work the thought through the walls.

“When you blasted the hole in the wall, you broke the dampening field and made my work much easier.” Dravi grinned, his pale skin glowing in the afternoon light.

“So, you are a talent as well?”

Turnari smiled again. “All of the people of the Citadel are talents. Like your own people’s lockup, the Citadel was once a restraint facility, but when their world was attacked, the people let them out and they stood between the normal population and harm.”

“This has happened before? It isn’t just the way my world treats its citizens?” Her voice was desperate.

Turnari inclined his head and Dravi took her hand, sending slow warmth through her body.

Dravi murmured, “My mother was a Kozue who got pregnant by a Vimpyr and she was forced to leave her family ship behind to make a life for herself on the surface of a strange world. There was no chance that I would be able to grow up on the ship of my ancestors. Breeding with foreign races was not something that the Kozue do. Ever.”

Turnari showed his teeth. “Nemilin is the Kozue word for unknowable.”

“It is an order to any other Kozue, isn’t it.” She made the statement while enjoying the grip he had on her hand.

Dravi smiled, showing pointed canines. “It is. It gives them the option to kill me on site if they can.”

Turnari waved their conversation away. “We need to circle back to the original question. Erinii, what do you want to do with your life?”

Dravi whispered, “Answer from your heart.”

Erinii dragged in a deep breath and cleared her thoughts. “I want to help people like me. I want to protect those who are simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. I want to use what is inside me to do good and I want to use it often.”

Turnari leaned back and Dravi squeezed her hand. With a soft whisper, he told her, “We can help.”

She looked into his eyes and smiled at the surety that he radiated through his dark eyes with the powder blue circles around his irises. As she met his dark gaze with her bright green one, she felt something click into place within her mind. She was locked into this reality now, because leaving him was not an option.




Chapter Six

The robes of an apprentice were a startling white. They flowed around her with every step and occasionally exposed the tips of her toes. She had been given shoes, but they were the last things she wanted to wear. If it wasn’t required by uniform, she wasn’t going to put them on. Her feet were having far too much fun with the variety of textures of the Citadel.

“So, Erinii, we want you to shove these weights along the floor or lift them as you see fit.” Dravi had a data pad in his hand and he was making notes absently while she watched.

Idly, she took a seat on a stacked pile of weights and stared at the large silver objects at the other end of the run. She lifted them and made them dance slowly in a circle.

Dravi paused and looked at her with a startled grin that showed his sharp teeth. “Not much of a challenge for you, is it?”

She started to stack them horizontally, changed it to vertical and then arranged them by weight. “Not particularly. Is it supposed to be?”

He sighed and shook his head. “It was supposed to be, but apparently your mind has expanded while you were at the facility.”

“So, what was this exercise supposed to prove?”

“It was supposed to test you, but I have something else in mind now. Will you come with me?”

She smiled. “Of course. Where do you want me to put this stuff?”

He turned and watched the tons of metal that she had arranged in a happy face near the ceiling. “I would like you to put it down very carefully where it was initially, please.”

Chuckling, she set the weights down in the same formation she had lifted them from. “There. They are all down.”

He looked at her and smiled. “You may want to lower yourself to the ground before we go for the walk. The floating might not be a good idea if you run into a low ceiling.”

Surprised, she thudded back onto the pile of weights she had been sitting on and winced as the impact created a distinctly bruised sensation in her butt. “Ow.”

“You didn’t know you were floating?”

She stood and rubbed at her damaged posterior. “No. I had no idea.”

Her robes had insulated the sudden drop, but it was still a bit of a shock for her. “I need to walk this off.”

He offered her his arm and inclined his head. “Then, come this way. I have just the place.”

They walked through the halls, his darker robes contrasting with her glowing white. The sound of construction grew louder in her ears as they walked until finally they were outside and staring at the walls and buildings still under construction.

“Wait here a moment.” Dravi left her to watch as he glided across the courtyard to speak with the Tival foreman organizing the heavy equipment. The Tival lifted his head in surprise as Dravi spoke, looked over at her and then kept listening as her handler continued his explanation.

The man jerked his head and called his workers in. He spoke quickly and when they were all staring at her, Dravi called her over.

It was a little scary to approach a group of men who were looking at her with curiosity in their eyes. Curiosity could lead to fear and fear led to her being kicked almost to death.

Dravi ran interference. “Please, come closer, Erinii. No one will hurt you.”

She stepped slowly, her feet touching gravel, pavement and dirt in equal measure. “What can I do?”

The foreman gave her an encouraging smile. “We need the block wall over there lifted and held in position. Fixer was going to come in to have a look at our crane, but until she gets here, we would appreciate any help you could offer.”

She looked over at the chunk of stone and narrowed her eyes. It lifted smoothly into the air and hovered there. “Where do you want it?”

The workers visibly jerked in surprise.

The foreman didn’t waste a moment. He set up a 3D display of the project and highlighted the destination for the wall panel.

She set the wall into position and as the foreman barked orders, his men moved into position to fasten the wall down snugly and it started a very tiring afternoon for her.

The buildings were modular and went together easily. Dravi stayed next to her and occasionally brought her a beverage to fight off the heat of the afternoon.

Her limbs were shaking by the time sunset called a halt to their activities. Dravi hauled her to the dining hall and helped her fuel her depleted body.

When he left her at her rooms, she looked up with a smile. “Thank you for your help today.”

“Eckkil was impressed with your skills. If Fixer hasn’t made it to the job site by tomorrow, they would like you to return.”

A deep sigh came from inside her. “I would like that. It is so freeing to use my skills after all these years of buttoning it down.”

He pressed a soft kiss to her forehead. “Sleep well.”

The tingling was intense at the point where his lips made contact with her skin. She locked her mind against him as she closed her door behind her.

Erinii had no intention of sleeping ever again.

She meditated and ordered a cup of tea from her in-room dispenser. Before that fateful day, she had used meditation to keep herself under control and if she could simply not wake up back in the facility, she would be happy.

This new life being offered to her was one she desperately wanted to accept, but if it was the dream and not the reality, she didn’t want to wake up and so, she would not sleep. It was the most direct solution she could come up with.

Five hours after she had said good night to Dravi, she was dangerously close to sleep. Fresh air was the only thing she could think of and so, she walked through the halls of the Citadel until she was able to find the stairs to the tower.

The wild caress of the wind drove sleep from her thoughts. She stood calmly and watched the stars of the Morganti system as the planet rotated under their pinpoints of light.

The air was cold enough to keep her alert, but the robes kept her body warm and safe. The night passed by and nearing dawn, there was activity at the Sector Guard base. A dragon landed at the base, as did several shuttlecrafts. A few shuttles took off and as the light illuminated everything around her, she embraced the new day with a sigh of relief.

Erinii had survived one more day and it was going to be a good one. She turned and a sleepy-looking Dravi was watching her.

“Erinii, how much sleep did you get?”

She smiled. “I got what I needed from the night.”

He gave her a calculating look. “Why are you shielding from me?”

Erinii blinked. “I didn’t want to wake you if you were sleeping.”

Dravi accepted it and gestured for her to join him inside. “It is time for the morning meal and you have a request for more assistance from the construction crew. You really impressed them yesterday.”

She chuckled and stifled a yawn. “I will be happy to help in any way I can.”

He gave her a concerned look and held her arm as she walked down the stairs and back into the common areas of the Citadel.

She wasn’t hungry, but she forced herself to eat. The vitamins in the fruit gave her a quick boost and she almost felt normal by the time she was standing next to the construction site half an hour later.

Eckkil, the foreman, had a plan and his men were only too happy to get to work. As Eckkil said, “We get paid by the job, not by the day, so the faster we can go, the more we can pull in.”

Leaning against one of the buildings they had put up the day before, she grimaced at the effort it was taking to lift the several tons of material with her thoughts. After two hours of steady work, she blinked several times to clear her vision. The block she was holding wavered and cries of alarm broke out, sending workers scattering for cover.

With everything in her, she held the block of rock away from the ground until there was no one in her way, but she could not hold it long. As carefully as she could manage, she set the block down on its appropriate site, but it was the last thing she saw as her body spasmed and her mind screamed into the darkness. I don’t want to go!




Chapter Seven

Dravi held her tight as the skimmer whisked them to the Guard base. She was still spasming and twitching, a low, constant moan with the chant, “I don’t want to go.” The refrain was also echoing over and over through her thoughts, but he couldn’t do anything to help her until her body was stabilized.

She was locked in her own thoughts. There was no way for him to speak with her until she calmed down. For that to happen, her body had to be relaxed and she needed medical intervention for that.

The Citadel healers were not equipped for it. Her physiology was beyond what they were used to and they had recommended immediate removal to the Guard base and had called ahead.

The moment that they landed, Dr. Effin was at their side, scanning Erinii from head to toe as she thrashed in Dravi’s arms.

“She’s exhausted. Her body is overflowing with adrenaline and her nervous system is misfiring. We need to get her purged, balanced and rested.”

“Lead the way.” Dravi held her tight as he carried her into the depths of the base and into their medical area.

Fixer arrived a moment after they did, helping them lay Erinii flat on the medical bed. She whistled as she ran her hands down Erinii’s body. “She is a wild one. Her normal levels are so high that there is no way that the Citadel would have picked up on it.”

Dravi stood back, his hands clenched into fists. “What does that mean?”

“Bassinor are designed for battle. They have settled down and become a standard economically based civilization, but the wild heart of their ancestors still beats in them. Their bodies evolved to house this kind of power. I don’t know why she would be so exhausted though.”

Dravi scowled. “I believe she is trying to avoid sleep.”

Fixer moved her hands slowly across the gland centres of Erinii’s body. “Why would you think that?”

Effin monitored Erinii’s life signs and smiled as the readings calmed. “She’s rebalancing your apprentice, Minder Nemilin.”

Dravi sighed and stroked the crimson fall of Erinii’s hair. “She isn’t my apprentice, but she is in my care.”

Fixer gave Effin a knowing look.

Erinii was now still, her chest rising and falling more rapidly than Dravi would like, but she had stopped fighting.

Effin worked a series of hypos and injected their patient with balancing enzymes. “That will help her body reset, but she won’t rest until her mind lets her. Sedating her wouldn’t do any good, she would simply fight it and that would do more harm than good.”

Dravi straightened his shoulders. “I will try and get to the heart of the problem. Please allow me a few minutes of privacy.”

The doctor and Guardsman left him alone and he stood at the head of Erinii’s bed. It had been years since he had tried to contact a semi-conscious patient. The little matter of his attraction to her made the contact border on the unethical.

Explaining the details of her confinement on Bassinor would take longer than simply making contact with her, so into her mind he went.

Colours were swirling around him as he paced toward the lightning storm that was Erinii’s core. Fairies and demons flitted across his path, none tried to stop him and several waved.

Erinii was sitting next to a waterfall, her knees drawn up and her arms wrapped around them. Her hair flowed wildly down her shoulders and back. She wore a comfortable shirt, tight pants and boots. It was the same outfit Dravi remembered from the video images.

“Hello, Erinii.”

She looked up at him, tears running down her cheeks. “I don’t want to go back there.”

“Where?”

“The facility, the madness. I don’t want to go back.” Hope filled her face. “I can stay awake. That way I won’t go back when I wake up.”

“It does not work that way. You are a real person in a real place and you will be a valued member of the Citadel if you let yourself.”

She hiccupped. “I don’t believe you. My mind always tricked me into believing I could get free before, why would this time be different?”

“Because this time, I am willing to stay with you.” It hurt him to say it. He wanted her, but if she needed support more than she needed a lover, he would be support.

She blinked, the tears in her huge green eyes magnifying them and starting an ache low in his gut.

“You will stay with me?”

“I will. I will remain in your mind as long as you need me to.” He reached out and held his hand palm up. “Come with me and re-join the world?”

She smiled and took his hand…

Dravi smiled as Erinii relaxed and started the deep, restful breath of sleep. He pulled his hands away and she frowned, twisting. Sighing with a wry smile, he stood at her side and took her hand. She immediately returned to restful sleep.

When Effin returned and started rounds of nutrients and hydration, Dravi took a seat on the edge of the bed and watched Erinii sleep.

“You can leave her in my care, you know?”

Dravi laughed quietly, “Actually, I can’t. She will wake when I cease to touch her. I promised her I would not leave her.”

“That is a big promise considering that you are not in control of your assignments.” Effin gave him a look and Dravi tried not to get irritated by the Wyoran.

“They will not refuse me this. She was beaten almost to death by her own people and then locked in a hallucinogenic state for four years. If anyone needs a minder around the clock, Erinii is the one.”

Effin paused. “A Bassinor that was in a psych ward?”

“That is the Bassinor method of restraining talents. The Guard was involved in retrieving her. Didn’t Relay tell you?”

Effin was Relay’s husband and so, it was a slight dig at the doctor.

“I was not involved. Fixer was a little on the frenzied side and needed some supplements for her second trimester. It was a black market issue from the Moreski.”

“So, talented women are awkward all the way around.”

Effin laughed. “It seems to be the way of things.”

Dravi smiled and held Erinii’s hand for an hour before Fixer came in and exhaled roughly. “If you have to touch her, simply lie down next to her and hold her, twit.”

It seemed like both a good idea and torture at the same time, but he turned her on her side, curled around her and held her while she slept.




Chapter Eight

Being afraid to open her eyes was common, but waking with a strong arm wrapped around her ribs confirming that she was not alone was a new experience.

“Dravi?” Her whispered wish was all she could manage.

“Yes, Erinii?”

“Are you in bed with me?”

He laughed softly in her ear. “Sort of. We are at the Guard base on Morganti. You have been getting some medical treatment. You seem to enjoy pushing your body past its limits.”

“I have been meaning to ask, why is your skin so pale?” She ran her fingers along his exposed forearm.

“My father was a Vimpyr and he and my mother lived on a world with heavy cloud cover. My skin does not increase pigmentation with light exposure, so I remain pale.” He released her and sat up, moving to stand next to her in a moment.

“What is a Vimpyr?” She sat up and ran her hands through her hair. All of her muscles were sore and even her hair hurt. “What happened to me?”

“You almost crushed fifteen workers with a wall and then you started seizing.”

She noted that he ignored her first question but filed it in her mind for later. “How did we get here?”

“The healers at the Citadel couldn’t help you, so an emergency call was sent to the Guard base and a skimmer brought us here. Fixer and Dr. Effin worked on you until you were stable and then you were able to sleep.”

She knew that she had fought sleep to keep herself sane, but with Dravi next to her, she was pretty sure that she had received exactly what she wanted. He was with her and she was still on Morganti. If this was the dream, she didn’t want to wake up.

The doctor entered and smiled at her. “So, you are finally awake. I thought that poor Dravi was going to die of hunger.”

She blushed. “I am sorry to have caused such trouble.”

“That is what we are here for. The Citadel healers would not have had any chance at stabilizing you without inducing a coma and you would have fought that to the death.” Dr. Effin was cheerful as he made that pronouncement.

Erinii blinked. “Oh.”

Dravi cleared his throat. “Is she clear to return to the Citadel?”

The Wyoran looked at them and grinned. “Let me run one more test and I will release her.”

Erinii cleared her throat. “What are you looking for?”

“A baseline for your species. Bassinor aren’t Alliance members and they don’t share their medical specifications. If we need to treat you or you need treatment at any other Alliance base, we will be able to know what your readings and levels should be.”

She was puzzled. “How did you treat me this time?”

“Ah, we have Fixer in the building. She read what your genes needed and provided you with it, purging the extra adrenaline and the acid build up in your bloodstream. When she was done, I built up your nutrients and Minder Nemilin made contact with you to allow your mind to relax and therefore, your body followed.”

She stiffened at the thought of someone rooting around in her mind, but she remembered sitting in her rainbow garden and having a visitor, but the details were sketchy.

“Where do you need me for the scan?”

He laughed. “Thanks to Fixer, you need to only stand on those foot prints over here and the light will do all the work.”

“No clamps?”

“No clamps.”

She got to her feet and took the few steps necessary to stand on the scanner.

Effin looked down at her feet and then around the medical bay.

“Doctor, what are you looking for?”

“Did we misplace your shoes?”

She started to laugh and as the mirth rolled through her, she cackled until she was doubled over with hilarity, the stresses of the last few days breaking her self-control in a way nothing else could.

She straightened and ran her hands down her robes, tugging them into straight lines. “I don’t like to wear shoes unless I have to.”

Effin gave her a strange look. “Why not?”

“In the facility, we had to wear the same clothing day in and day out, including shoes. Have you ever tried to sleep in shoes? Or bathe wearing shoes? It is horrible.” She looked down and wiggled her toes, smiling brightly.

“Face forward for the scan please.” Effin was shaking his head and Dravi was laughing.

She stood facing the doctor and a column of light sparked as it illuminated her through her robes and as she watched, a detailed 3D image of her took shape. Veins, muscles, skin and organs all layered on the image. “That is creepy.”

“Your brain was scanned while you slept, so we won’t need to do a scan of that nature.” He nodded and verified the new readout. “Excellent. You are free to go, Erinii. Please consider us for all your emergency medical needs.”

She gave him a quizzical glance. “I don’t get it.”

He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t either. It is one of Relay’s jokes.”

Dravi wrapped his arm around her waist and tugged her out of the medical facility. “Come along. We are late for dinner.”

She laughed and went with him easily, his arm around her waist felt so familiar, it created a level of comfort within her and something deep inside her relaxed for the first time in years.

A member of the base staff flew the skimmer back to the Citadel.

Another apprentice met them at the skimmer pad. “Turnari needs to speak to you.”

“Can it wait until we have a meal, Kalo?” Dravi tried to get past the apprentice, but he stepped to block them.

“It can, but we will see if he will wait. You head to the dining hall and I will run the message.”

“Good. Come on, Erinii. We have to race the fastest mouth in the Citadel.” Dravi kept his arm around her and moved them swiftly through the halls.

They made good time. They were halfway through their plates when Turnari appeared at their table, clearing his throat and looking all official. “Come with me. We have a matter of urgency.”

Curious, Erinii gulped her water and got to her feet. Dravi was right behind her as she followed Turnari to his offices.

Erinii could feel Dravi pause as they walked in to see two Guardsmen who were wearing the iconography of Udell base. The Kozue male grimaced when Dravi walked in, but his companion scowled at him and punched him in the ribs. “Behave, Razer.”

“Erinii, this is Razer and Tech. They have something they need your help with.” Turnari took his seat behind his desk, giving her the impression that he was simply an observer.

She took the roll of hostess. “Razer, Tech, this is my minder, Instructor Nemilin.”

Razer’s lip lifted again.

Erinii held up her hands. “If his origin is a problem, we can leave.”

Tech elbowed her partner and smiled. “It isn’t a problem. Razer was kicked out of the Kozue as well, so he has no right to claim superiority. We need your help with the Bassinor.”

Erinii blinked and jerked her head back. “What? In case you were not aware, I am not exactly a citizen in good standing.”

Razer growled, “It isn’t Bassinor the people, it is the Bassinor talents. The day after your escape, a Raider ship stole the entire complement of the holding facility.”

Erinii was in shock. She stumbled to a chair and sat with a thud. “What?”

Tech hastily filled in the sudden silence. “Apparently, they infiltrated the information streams when the Sector Guard was arranging your escort. It was not considered a high-secrecy event, so it was a bit of a surprise to get the call a day after your extraction.”

Erinii ran her hand through her hair. “Where did they take them?”

“A space station about a day’s travel from here.” Tech twitched her lips. “The Raiders escaped the station as quickly as they could. Apparently, your folk frightened them away.”

Erinii cocked her head. Dravi stood behind her and put his hand on her shoulder.

“Why do you need my help?” It was a genuine question.

Razer scowled. “There is a problem with the atmosphere in the station. Apparently, to control the Bassinor, they pumped it full of the same chemical compounds that were used at the facility. The mix is so toxic to other species that they had to evacuate the station as far as we can tell.”

“As far as you can…oh. Because you can’t run around on the station.” It finally made sense why they were choosing her as their consultant. “How can I help?”

Tech smiled. “We need you to come with us to purge the gas and substitute a sedative in the atmospheric systems.”

Horror ran up her spine. “Through the green gas? I can’t go through that vapor again. It changes everything and I think I just found reality.”

Razer and Tech exchanged a worried look.

Erinii sighed, “Yes, I really do need a minder with me at all times. He is the only thing that I believe is real at this moment.”

Tech was silent for a few seconds before she nodded. “Then I guess you are both coming with us. Razer, get the shuttle ready.”




Chapter Nine

Sitting next to Dravi in the shuttle, Erinii knotted her fingers together and tried not to think about entering the madness once again. She shivered every time they went through a jump and held her breath as they approached the Raider station.

Four other Sector Guard ships were on watch. They kept a watch out for Raiders and anyone who tried to escape the station. To Erinii’s mind, it was the facility on Bassinor all over again.

Dravi reached out and squeezed her hand. “It will all be fine. You just go and do what you feel is right. Follow your instincts, they have gotten you this far.”

She shuddered. “My instincts have gotten me into trouble at random intervals. I don’t know that this is such a good idea.”

“Trust me, I won’t leave you. Anytime you need to, think of me and I will be there.” He pressed a soft kiss to her forehead and she enjoyed the burst of warmth that it provided.

Can you hear me?

I can. You won’t leave me?

I will stay with you. I will anchor you and see what you see.

Then, I suppose I should be on my way.

He grinned and winked at her, his brilliant eyes sparkling with amusement.

Razer turned his head, “I am going in for a docking position. We have to use the one with the air corridor instead of the direct seal, so it will involve a little bit of a jump. Tech, are you ready with the column?”

Tech nodded with a grin. “Ready when she is.”

Erinii smoothed her hands down her robes. “I guess now is the time. Where is the canister?”

Dravi accompanied her to the back of the ship and handed her the tank with the compressed sedative. “Go in, shut off the hallucinogen, load in the sedative and get back here without injuring yourself. Keep yourself safe at all costs, Erinii. Are we clear on that?”

She nodded and timidly took a deep breath. “Just keep in contact with me, Dravi. I don’t want to go into it alone.”

“I will stay with you. You won’t be alone in that station or anywhere else.” His smile should have been frightening with the points of his teeth exposed, but she found the expression endearing.

“Thank you. Now, let’s get me back into the green hell so that I can get back to discussing how often I need you to tell me that I am not alone.”

It was a weakness in her character that she despised, but she had a mission to get through and she would deal with it later. There was always time for therapy after she ran into a station full of insanity.

She clutched the canister of sedative and faced the doors as the shuttle eased closer to the station. The slight thud of the contact made her queasy, but she stiffened her backbone and waited to make her jump.

Dravi fed her the information she needed for physical position and the lunge she needed to make to land in the station.

Her ears popped as they increased the pressure of the shuttle. They were about to vent their atmosphere out to propel her into the station and if everything worked out well, there would be no blowback of toxic gasses into the shuttle.

Tech’s voice came to her through the com next to the door. “Everyone, masks on.”

She shook with fear. “I wish I had one.”

“It would restrict your movement. Shield yourself as best you can. They will need to see you as one of them, not as a squid face.”

She nodded and sucked in a ragged breath. “Right. Well, Tech, ready when you are.”

Erinii watched the tube extend to seal the station to the ship. There was a soft count down and then she was blasted out of the shuttle and into the station, skidding to a halt on her bare feet.

The station door slid closed on the column of air from the ship and the green mist came in to swirl around her knees. A shield of power kept the green mist from touching her, but panic was fighting for dominance.

I am with you, Erinii. Now, let’s get you through this, so we can get back where we belong.

Stay with me, Dravi, I can hear them moving nearby.

She walked through the halls as quickly as she could. Shock lanced through her when the dead bodies of Raiders started appearing in the mist.

They didn’t get out of here. The Raiders are dead.

I hate to ask this, but what killed them?

She took a few steps toward one of them and turned it over with her foot. The corpse had a series of spikes buried in its forehead and to Erinii’s surprise, she recognized the spikes.

The talents have gotten control over their abilities. A woman who flings spikes from her fingertips killed this Raider.

Are you sure?

I have the scars from her first day at the facility. She spiked a number of us before the sedative took hold.

Did she kill them all?

Swallowing nausea at having to examine multiple bodies, Erinii made her way from one to the next. Several have spikes, others look like they succumbed to the gas. Some are burned.

Why would the talents attack here when they were confined back on Bassinor?

Either the mix in the gas is off, or the lack of the restrictor field created by the walls of the facility was a factor. All I know is I can hear them but cannot see them yet.

Keep yourself safe and defend yourself by any means necessary.

I will. Stay close.

He sent her a hug through their connection and she steeled herself for whatever was going to happen next.

The canister was heavy, but it gave her the sense of security she needed as she padded through the station on bare feet. She hefted it when she heard footsteps approaching and braced for whatever was coming toward her.

“Identify yourself, creature.”

A woman came out of the green fog and raised her hands in a defensive manner. Two men were behind her and there was a manic gleam to her eyes.

“I am Erinii Zakkata. Who are you?”

The woman blinked frantically, her blue eyes confused. “I am the Thorn Queen. These are my servants, Fire and Ice.”

In reflex, Erinii’s body executed a deep curtsy, sweeping her robes to the side while shifting the canister to her left arm. “I am pleased to meet you, Your Majesty.”

The Thorn Queen smiled and inclined her head. “I have been waiting for you, Erinii Zakkata. The Muse of Forethought told me you were coming.”

They knew I was coming.

How?

My guess is a precognitive talent. Did Bassinor give any records of those stolen from the facility?

Relay is trying to get them as we speak.

“You are talking to someone. That is rude.” The Thorn Queen raised her spikes.

“I was speaking to my…mate. He is in constant contact with me and was checking on my status.”

The Thorn Queen sniffed the air and smiled. “You must be worried sick to be parted from him. Why did he not come with you?”

“He is not of our people. The mist would kill him.”

“Unfortunate. Please, come with me. The others are eager to meet you.”

Fire and Ice flanked her and she had no choice but to follow the Thorn Queen down the halls, past more dead folk, until they were in a wide promenade that was cleared of bodies and was filled with the stolen talents.

They milled around, eating, drinking and talking softly as they adopted the personas that their minds had created. Every now and then, someone shrieked and let off a burst of power, but those outbursts were few and far between.

An elderly woman approached and gave her a worried frown. “You are the reason we are here.”

Erinii reared back in shock. “Pardon?”

“They came for you and took us instead. We are the second choice and they thought they could use us.” The woman cackled. “They were wrong.”




Chapter Ten

Taking tea with the Thorn Queen and the Muse of Forethought was nerve wracking. There was no choice but to lower her shielding to sip at her tea, but when she did so, her alter ego surged to the fore.

The Muse smiled. “The Swan Queen has joined us.”

Erinii felt a touch on her mind and she knew Dravi was concerned, but the Swan Queen was interested in only one thing. “I have indeed joined you.”

The Thorn Queen cocked her head. “Why have you come?”

“I seek to free my people. The gas keeps the true talents at bay. I need to purge the gas and create a better atmosphere.”

The Thorn Queen lifted one hand and a male with eyes of crystalline grey came to her side. “Is she telling the truth?”

The man with the freaky eyes stared at her and nodded. “Both of them are speaking the truth.”

The Thorn Queen gave her a piercing look. “Both of them?”

“She is not alone within her mind. There is a male with her. Neither of them means us harm.”

The Thorn Queen waved him back and smiled. “Now that we are no longer under the thumb of the masked ones, I am eager to see my people flourish. What can you do to help, Your Majesty?”

“The gasses here are keeping those who would help you at bay. I need to purge them and replace them with the contents of this canister. Only then will those standing by to assist us be able to come to our aid.” The Swan Queen sat with her head high and waited for her host to answer.

“I will allow it, but there are some who are enjoying their new freedoms a little too vigorously. They may attempt to halt you. Neither me nor mine will be able to assist you.”

The Swan Queen bowed her head, “I understand. I take my leave of you then, Your Majesty.”

The Thorn Queen smiled softly. “Reefa. My name was Reefa.”

The Swan Queen touched the other woman’s needle-tipped fingers. “It will be again.”

Erinii, inside her own hallucination, saw the slight tremble in the Thorn Queen’s hands. She gripped the canister tightly and propelled herself across the room in seconds. Her shielding recognized the impact of the darts, but she kept moving, running for her life and for theirs.

What is going on?

The frantic energy in his mind was not lost on her. He was frustrated at being unable to help her.

Oh, the lunatics are running the asylum and they like it. I am about to end that.

Will you be all right? Pax is on her way.

I am not sure what that means, but I will be fine if I can just finish what I came to do.

Then do it quickly.

She tried not to chuckle as she ran through the halls toward the atmospheric systems. Having a snarky minder in her head was infinitely preferable to being plagued by her own hallucinations.

The control room was guarded by two hulking beasts and no matter what kind of blinking and rubbing her eyes she engaged in, they were still beasts.

“Stand aside.”

One lifted his muzzle and scented the air. “I know you.”

“You do. Stand aside or I will be forced to injure you.”

The one who had spoken to her bowed and moved away. The other grew even more fearsome before he lunged at her, his jaws snapping.

The Swan Queen braced for his impact on her shielding, but it never came. The other male lunged forward and took him down.

“Do what you came to do, Majesty. Do it. I will hold off those who come as long as I can.” He growled the words before he used his jaws on his opponent.

To ignore his sacrifice would have been rude, so she sprinted past the men gnashing and bleeding on the ground.

The door hissed open as she used her mind on the latch. She worked her way into the dim interior and found the rack of canisters rigged to the atmospheric systems. She used her mind to shut off their supply while she removed one of them, putting the sedative in its place.

She set the purge order in place and verified that there was enough air to replenish the station for the hours that would be required until help could arrive. The sounds of battle were getting closer and her time was up.

She threw the purge and pumped a neutral gas through the station, watching the levels of the green chemical recede until they were ineffective. Her breath grew shallow as there was less to breathe and a moment before she blacked out, she turned on the gas and replenished the atmosphere.

Erinii! Wake up.

I am awake. I am just horizontal.

Dravi lifted her into his arms and looked down at her, his breather mask distorting his features. You did well.

You got in here fast.

It has been two hours since you filled the station with the sedative. Your mouth will be dry and you will be queasy, so just let me carry you.

There were medical officers treating a series of bloody men and she recognized the one sitting up and grimacing as her protector. She stared at him and suddenly she recognized him.

“Taffor!”

Dravi paused and turned so she could see the man more clearly.

“You know him?”

“Taffor Danyavic was in my class at college. He had a good career and an excellent family life and then one day, he disappeared. I am guessing that his talent emerged.” Her voice was a hoarse croak but she got her thought across.

“Did he have children?”

She nodded. “Three girls and two boys. They are probably on the talent watch list. It will destroy their chances of a good position in life, but if they don’t show signs of power, they should be fine. Will he be all right? He stood between me and the others when it was time.” She sighed and leaned back in his arms, fatigue overwhelming her.

“Flame is helping him now. I am getting you back to the shuttle. You are shaking.”

His tone was concerned and he lifted her and rubbed his cheek against the top of her head.

“I am fine. I think I just need some more natural sleep to restore me. That’s all, just a little sleep.” She yawned and covered her mouth as she snuggled in his embrace.

* * * *

Dravi smiled and watched his charge slowly slip into unconsciousness in his arms. Her hair cascaded over his arm and her features were almost pale enough to make his skin look Alliance normal.

He was glad that she didn’t have to witness the death and gore that was exposed by the disappearance of the green fog. The Raiders had not known what they were taking on when they stole the talents of Bassinor.

While many of the inmates had been innocent talents like Erinii, there were actual criminals and hostile persons within the facility who had dominance in mind. Bassinor had taken them all and locked them into hallucinations for the safety of their general population.

It was not the kindest method of dealing with those who merely won the genetic lottery and wanted nothing more than a normal life, but it was the only solution that they had been able to come up with.

At the debriefing, Erinii was going to learn the whole truth. She was the reason that the Raiders had made a run for the Bassinor facility. In his desperation to save his half-sister, Davio had sent messages everywhere he could think of to gain her freedom and one of those places had been a Raider stronghold.

While they had waited for Erinii’s progress through the station, Relay had filled in the gaps via the station’s record system. The head of Morganti base had rifled through the data streams until she had discovered the details of not only the compound used to sedate the Bassinor, but the reason for the en masse kidnapping.

The compound for the green gas had been taken with the talents. It was a derivative from a plant native to the planet where the talents lived and with the hallucinations, it also created a sub-network that allowed unrestrained minds to synch in the same fantasy worlds. The Bassinor talents were literally sharing a world that was theirs alone.




Chapter Eleven

She woke the moment that he let her go. Erinii immediately opened her eyes and sat up, despite her fatigue.

“Erinii, go back to sleep.”

She sighed. “I wish I could. I can’t seem to sleep unless you are touching me.”

Dravi smiled. “I will return in a moment.”

She blinked and noticed that the room she was in was not the one she had been assigned at the Citadel. He disappeared into what she was convinced was the lav and he returned in a matter of minutes.

Erinii lifted the covers and sighed in relief as she noted that she was wearing the light shift that she had been given for under her robes. She also was no longer scented with the green mist of Bassinor.

He grinned in the light of the bedside lamp. “We are in my rooms. They are bigger and it seems that my holding you is now part and parcel of your recovery.”

He flicked off the lamp and she heard a rustle of fabric. In a moment, the covers lifted and he curled around her, his longer limbs extending far past hers as he pulled her tight against him.

As her body relaxed at his touch, she smiled into the darkness until she realized that he may have a lover and he was forced to spend his night with her.

No one is forcing me. You need your rest to keep control of your talent. I can and will provide the means to get you your rest.

She blushed. I don’t mean to keep you from your own life. I am sure that they can find someone else.

Her breath whooshed out of her as he tightened his arms. “I am your minder, Erinii. Get used to it.”

“Fine. I will get used to it, but you have every right to a normal life. As soon as I am better, I am sure that I will be able to sleep on my own.”

“Take it day by day, Erinii. For tonight, get some sleep. We are expected at the Guard base tomorrow morning.”

His breath was warm on her neck and she stroked the arm resting over her abdomen until she eventually slipped into dreams of stars and worlds she had never seen.

The next morning when she went to get dressed, an emerald green set of robes waited for her. “What are these?”

“You have mastered your own talent. While you may have more to learn, you are no longer a danger to yourself or others.” Dravi was shrugging into his soft grey robes.

“What do your robes mean?” She tried to show the same lack of concern for modesty that he had, but she had the sinking feeling that her skin was approaching her hair colour. She fought her way free of the fabric just in time to catch his amused smile.

“I am a Citadel representative who goes off world. This is the colour recognized by most worlds who have exposure to the Alliance.” He settled his hood.

“So, you travel often?” She shrugged on her outer robe and sighed as it fell into place with only a short flurry of tugging to get it properly arranged.

“Fairly often. Minders are usually in high demand.”

“I thought you were introduced to me as an instructor.”

“I am, I teach short seminars at the Citadel that help folk narrow down their courses of study. Your talent could have taken you any number of ways and yet you are now here with me and you are wearing the green after only four days.”

She wandered into the lav and checked her reflection in the only mirror he had. Her hair was brilliant and shining in a crimson wave down her back. The green of her robes made her eyes bright and skin creamy. Erinii knew that she looked pretty, but perhaps her Bassinor features were not to Dravi’s liking. After all, they had spent a night together and he hadn’t even let his hands stray once.

Perhaps she simply wasn’t his type.

She sighed heavily and returned to the main room. “Ready when you are.”

He offered her his arm and she took it, letting him lead her out of his room and down to the dining hall.

They obtained their foods and were seated and eating when Turnari appeared at their table.

She swallowed and looked up at the Dhemon warily. “Good morning.”

He inclined his head. “Good morning. May I join you?”

Dravi smiled while Erinii blinked. “Of course. Please, have a seat.”

He put down the tray that he was holding and slid into a seat next to her. “Thank you. Most folk freak out when I take a seat at their table, so this is rather refreshing.”

Erinii raised her brows. “I can’t imagine why.”

Turnari smirked, “Perhaps because they feel that I am about to send them off world into dangerous situations. As you know, it does happen.”

“So I have been learning.” She smiled wryly.

“When Dravi told me of your elevation to green, I was a little surprised. Then I saw the station recordings and I must say, you do have your talent well under your control. Is that normal for your people?”

She sighed and toyed with a piece of fruit on her plate. “I don’t know what is normal for my people. Few records of Bassinor talents exist and they are certainly not publicized.”

He nodded as if it were nothing less than he expected. “It is a common affliction of many races. Even my own has no urge to have true talents among them. It is politely suggested to many families that they send their talents to the Citadel for training the moment that they start to show.”

“Dravi, how did your people react to your skills?” Turnari was asking the question that she had never dare to ask.

Dravi sipped at his caf, “My mother was appalled and my father was perplexed, but they both supported me in my decision to pursue life as a minder.”

“What about your community?”

Dravi laughed, “It was difficult to get through school when I could read the answers in the teacher’s mind. It was only when a scout from the Citadel cruised through town that everything became completely clear.”

Erinii furrowed her brow. “The Citadel sends out scouts?”

Turnari nodded. “It is necessary with the ever-expanding demand for talents, negotiators and counsellors. Dravi was trained as a counsellor before he became a minder.”

Erinii asked, “What is the difference?”

Dravi answered, “Counsellors read their patients and give them nudges to the conclusion that will help them wrap up the problem, minders can reach into a patient’s mind and simply solve the problem for them by removing the offending memories or implanting new ones.”

She swallowed. “Did you do that to me?”

He looked as if she had struck him. “No, of course not. All you have required is my presence, an anchor to reality. All your memories are still your own.”

She was immediately contrite. “I am sorry. I just have no idea how I have managed to come to the tentative balance that I now have.”

She felt the light touch on her mind and he could tell that she was telling the truth.

“You got to where you are by continuing to move toward your goal no matter what state your mind has been in. Even the construction was a step that you engaged in to cure yourself.”

Erinii grinned, “Do you think they will let me try it again?”

She looked from Turnari to Dravi and back again.

Turnari finally inclined his head. “We can ask. It will hurt nothing to make the offer.”

She chuckled and rubbed her hands together. “Nice. What do we do now?”

Turnari grinned. “Now? Now, we head to the Sector Guard base so that you can tell them everything you remember about the talents at the station. The Guard is taking custody of them and will slowly bring them around once they have determined which are felons and which are not.”




Chapter Twelve

Three weeks after the debriefing, Erinii was going to scream. With her help, the construction was almost done and Dravi was so happy for her that he had taken her to dinner in the village.

As she watched him across the table, her heart ached in her chest. No matter what she had done, he had not made one romantic move toward her, even though they slept together every night.

She could not rest if he wasn’t holding her. They had tried around week two and she had quietly spoken to the foreman and declined to assist on those days, knowing that her mind was far from stable with lack of sleep.

Dravi had filed the necessary paperwork with the Citadel and it was final. She was assigned to his quarters and they lived together as companions.

She wanted more.

“When do you head out on your next assignment, Dravi?” She used her spoon on the soup that she had been served and smiled at the delightful flavour that burst across her tongue.

“We head out in three days to Gascorrow. They have a similar situation to Bassinor and they are requesting advice on how to deal with their talents.”

His inclusion of her relaxed her somewhat, but she was still seeking some sign of physical interest.

They ate in silence for a few minutes before he asked, “What is wrong, Erinii? You are uncharacteristically quiet.”

She bit her lip. Why don’t you want me?

What?

You heard me, why don’t you want me? We have slept together every night for almost a month. I know your body is interested, but you don’t do anything about it. Why don’t you want me?

Simply asking him the question directly was exhausting. She slumped down in her chair and reached for the wine with a shaking hand. His hand intercepted hers and he held it.

“I do want you. I simply had to wait until your mind did not need mine. As a minder, I could not involve myself with a patient, but as of today, you are no longer a patient but my companion.”

She blushed as his thumb caressed the back of her hand with a slow stroke. Heat spiralled outward from that small touch.

“What about my dependence on you for sleeping?”

“I fall into the category of anchor and it is a passive situation. I don’t do anything to you other than provide my physical presence to assist you in sleeping. Many couples need each other to get a good night’s sleep. My parents certainly fall into that situation.”

“Your parents are still alive and bonded?”

He gave her a quizzical look. “Of course. Why?”

“On Bassinor, it is traditional for a man to start multiple families and eventually choose the one he feels fits best. It was why Davio and I don’t share any names. My father chose his family and my mother and I were left to muddle along on our own.”

“That’s barbaric.”

She shrugged. She thought so, too, but it was the way of her world, so who was she to complain.

“My father’s people bond for life and my mother’s are known to kill mates slyly if they dare to stray. I grew up in a household that stood against public opinion and it made my parent’s bond stronger.”

Erinii smiled. “So if we are no longer restricted by your code of conduct…”

His grin was just as wicked as hers. “Check please!”

She ran her hand over his chest, down to his hip and back up again, a soft and relaxed smile playing around her lips.

They had proceeded back to the Citadel and their joint chambers with quivering enthusiasm. His clothing had suffered the brunt of her talent, taking him from clothed to naked and aroused in seconds.

He had raised an eyebrow and tortured her by removing her clothing layer by layer, filling in the silences with soft kisses and slow touches.

She was quivering with eagerness and breathing hard when he finally lifted her into the air with two hands at her waist and he tossed her onto the bedding, following her with a low growl.

They tumbled, stroked and twisted against each other until he was inside her and their minds were burning together.

Erinii smiled as she kept running her hand over him absently. They had come together three times in the night and now they approached dawn and to her surprise, she was wide awake, well rested and amused that her exhausted lover showed no signs of waking any time soon.

He had bitten her each time he had reached his peak, but the small scars were already fading. It was either her physiology or his, but his marks would be small and pink in a few more hours, almost invisible.

She stifled the urge to scream her happiness to the entire Citadel. A tiny part of her still doubted that this was her reality, but she didn’t care. She had her minder and Dravi Nemilin was not getting away.

What are you planning to do with me?

She blushed as she realised she had been broadcasting loud enough for him to hear her.

Nothing that you will object to, but I am fairly possessive and I am claiming you as mine.

That sounds like fun. Is that a proposal?

She blinked at him, his features were smooth and relaxed in the repose of sleep, but she knew he was not sleeping.

I think it might be. Dravi Nemilin, would you be my chosen mate?

His eyes opened and his expression turned serious. “I believe that it would be better if I did the asking. Bring me that lavender box from the other side of the room.”

She beckoned and the box flew to her hand. She gave it to him and watched curiously.

He sat up and knelt facing her.

She knelt in response.

“Erinii Zakkata, the woman with the lost mind, will you live with me, be mine and hold my life and mind to yours for as long as we shall live?”

“I will.”

His eyes crinkled as he stifled the joy she could feel in his mind. He opened the box and brought out a set of flat metal bands that he fitted to her wrists. They were elaborately carved on one side and each bore half of a crest.

Smiling, he placed her two wrists side by side. “These are the bonding bracelets of house Dravohi of the Vimpyr Empire. Lest we ever forget where we came from, they bear the marks of my family’s ancient ties.”

She laughed, tears in her eyes. “You know I am going to look that up now.”

Her penchant for learning about Vimpyr and Kozue traditions was one of her favourite hobbies and one that he did not object to, unlike teaching herself to fly by dropping off the edge of a building.

“Look it up, find the truth, but always stay mine, Erinii.” He leaned in and they kissed and the kisses turned to touches, the touches, to stroking and the stroking took them down a road that Erinii hoped would never cease to be a novelty. Her mind and his may be bound for life, but she still wanted to surprise him.

As the crazy one in their pairing, she had a reputation to maintain and he was going to enjoy every minute of it.




Author’s Note

Vimpyrs, Kozue, and Bassinor, oh my.

I introduced the Vimpyrs in my book Blood Proxy. The Kozue appeared in Powered Up. And this is the first appearance of the Bassinor.

Mixed races, mixed traditions, these are all things that I have gleaned from modern human history. It is amazing the reasons that some are revered and other despised, all for a trick of genetics.

You will see Erinii and Dravi in Bound by Law. Another species that is trying to control the uncontrollable, but they have taken the direct approach and used suits that confine and compress any talent.

I look forward to seeing you there.
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