
        
            
                
            
        

    





Using heat to skim along ice delivers her into the arms of a botanist who has more than a casual interest in her and her talent.

 

 

Kescu has been raised under ice. Under the surface of Wanlio 6, the locals live and thrive with the Ice Runner moving emergency and experimental supplies from one city and base to the other. Her talent is heat, but she channels it through metal plates, and she skates along the frozen surface of her world.

Lorvik is a new botanist who is assisting a researcher at another base to develop fast-growing fruiting plants for starving populations. When the Ice Runner first arrives in his base, he knows she is more than she seems, but a kiss and genetic testing proves that his path has led him to the right woman. His woman.

Negotiations do not go too smoothly, but Kes knows she is meant for another world. Life in the ice is beginning to hurt. She agrees to his suit, and he only has one more hurdle to pass. Her mother.
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Chapter One

Kescu Washley waited patiently in the antechamber. The researchers inside were preparing the samples and she was the courier that was taking them across the surface of Wanlio 6. The samples were only viable for six hours, so she had her work cut out for her.

Kescu checked her pack, tested the insulation and verified her food and water supply. Her body heat would keep the botanical samples from freezing, and the insulation would keep the majority of her supplies edible during the trip.

“Courier Washley, are you ready?” Dr. Senzer smiled at her as he emerged with the pack designed to her specifications.

“As ready as I will ever be. Frankly, I am more nervous about speaking at my sister’s primary school on Fiveday.” She hoisted the pack onto her back, and it settled above her supplies as neatly as if it had been designed for just that thing.

“You will do fine. Now, Teckaro Base?”

“Will be there in three hours. Two and a half if I have a following wind.” She shook his hand and said, “They will call you when I arrive. Don’t fret. You have your fretting face on.”

“Those are exceedingly rare samples, Kescu. Be careful.” He turned her around and gave her a swat to the backside before he backed off and left her to face the outer doors.

Three insulated airlocks kept the research station from the bitter cold. Her body started to shake in the second lock as her talent activated to keep her alive.

When the third set of doors cycled open, the frost built up on the outer door began to melt. As the inner door closed behind her, the outer door groaned open, dripping icy water.

Kescu started to sprint as her feet melted the ice beneath her. A strange motion of gliding kicked in, and her forward momentum sliding across the frozen surface took on a dizzying speed.

She cleared the valley in minutes, putting her on the open ice plane and allowing her to pause in order to check for wind. “Yes!” She quickly unfurled her kite, pressed the tabs on her heels that extended her skis, and funnelled more heat through her feet. The wind caught her kite, and she was on her way, expending far less energy than a straight run would have.

Kescu played with the wind, flipping and twisting as the kite dragged her across the surface of Wanlio 6.

She grinned as the cold tried to lash at her, but her talent for generating large amounts of personal heat was her own private shield. Her feet melted the ice beneath her just enough to allow her an almost frictionless slide across the glaciers and fields. Using the wind to pull her along meant she had to put more heat in her feet, but it was a more-than-even trade off.

She enjoyed the feeling of freedom that the kite gave her. When a chasm loomed, she jumped and pulled her legs in, twisting them to the side until she cleared the three-foot span.

Kescu landed with a thud and scanned the horizon for one of the few location beacons on the surface. Carefully moving her right hand to her left wrist, she pressed the pinger on her cuff.

Three pings, a pause and two pings. She was an hour out from Teckaro Base and making excellent time. She could have a nice dinner and be on her way home for breakfast.


 


She hit the door lock with her clenched fist. The light went from clear to blue, and the outer door slowly rose to full height. Kescu entered and waited patiently for the inner door to open.

She felt a scan and blinked up at the monitor pointed in her direction. “Hello, I am the courier, and I have time-sensitive samples from Yola Base. Please give me access and hold me separately from the samples, but they have four hours until they are no longer viable.”

A disembodied voice asked, “How can you have come here so quickly? We got the notice that the courier was on our way two hours ago.”

“I am the Ice Runner.” She fidgeted from foot to foot. When the door opened, she stepped forward, closer to warmth.

She stepped forward again into the final lock and waited.

When the inner door opened for her, she stumbled into the heat with relief. She knelt and put her hands on her head. “Call Yola Base and take the pack. I am expecting a bonus for this time.” She was tired and kept her gaze down.

Booted feet stopped in front of her.

“I am not going to shoot you. Lift your head.” She tilted her head back and had to keep looking up. A man wearing a thick bodysuit and a swirling robe was smiling down at her.

“Get up.”

She pulled the releases on the cargo box and handed it to him. “Here you go, the botanical samples.”

“Excellent. Now, get to your feet. I am making dinner, and it is as easy for two as for one.” He reached his hand down and gripped her forearm.

He hissed and released it. “You are hot!”

“Why, thank you. You are rather attractive as well.” She grunted and got back to her feet. “I am thermally active. That is the polite phrase for it.” He chuckled. “Well, hot stuff. Come this way. You can heat my greenhouse for a while.” She snickered and staggered after him. “Sorry, I am less than graceful after a run. It takes me a while to cool down.”

He was cradling the box and brought it into the greenhouse, leaving the door open for her. He wasn’t kidding. She really was invited to see his research.

She closed the door to the greenhouse behind her and enjoyed the humid air after she finished coughing.

“Are you all right?”

“Yes, the air outside is exceptionally dry today. The humidity comes as a bit of a shock to my lungs.” Kescu righted herself and was surprised to see the researcher with a glass of water.

“Here you go. Melted and filtered. It should be at room temperature.”

She took the glass and drank greedily. “Thank you. My supplies are cold right now.”

He chuckled. “I can imagine. My name is Dr. Lorvik Wender. I specialize in force-grown botany.”

“Kescu Washley, courier and Ice Runner.” She put the glass in her left hand and extended her right. He gripped her hand with his, his skin hot against hers, which meant she was cooling down rapidly.

Kescu quickly removed a ration bar and started chewing. She detached her water tube and clipped the business end to the front of her reinforced suit.

She would need it quickly as the rations started to expand in her belly.

“I am guessing that the heat burns calories.” She nodded and kept chewing. The bars she had each contained a daily dose of calories for an average member of the Alliance and half of what someone on an ice world should eat during a day.

“I need to work with the samples, would you care to watch?” He smiled and walked toward the bench where he had placed the cargo pack.

When he glanced at her, she nodded and smiled with her cheeks stuffed with rations.

He lifted the insulated pack out of the exterior shell and removed it with reverence. “Yola Base is working on fast-growing seed pods, but even the fast-growing ones take quite a while to germinate. I am a botanical talent, and I can accelerate the growth in the correct conditions.”

As he spoke, he took a seed with a tiny green sprout and set it in a huge container of growth medium. His finger caressed the green leaf.

As Kescu watched, the plant began to grow into maturity with only a few light strokes.

“The key is to know when to stop accelerating the growth. It can continue on far beyond my intended time if I put too much power into it.” He pulled his hand back and watched the plant as roots spread and anchored into the large container.

Kescu watched, fascinated, as the plant matured and sprouted before her eyes. “That is amazing.”

Dr. Wender smiled and ducked his head shyly.

“Thank you.”

She looked more closely at the doctor as he cleared his throat and started on the next seedling.

Deep mahogany hair was tied neatly at the base of his neck and ran down his back in a neat column.

His skin was a soft gold with a light green sheen, and his eyes were the same green as the leaves he was working with.

That his manner was shy and introverted was in direct contrast to the pure beauty of his features.

Kescu smiled and sipped at the water tube. It was still cold, but her body needed it.

She watched him perform the same miracle with the other ten samples. He had had everything waiting for her.

“Why did you get on your knees and surrender when you arrived?”

She chuckled. “One or two of the bases like to greet me with weapons and keep me confined until I can be on my way the next day. Apparently, their research is top secret.”

“If there is such secrecy, why do they use you?” Kescu shrugged. “I am the fastest means of transport between bases. If they don’t want to run it through the tunnels, they are stuck with me. It really bugs them that I can’t take anything over thirty pounds, though. That I can tell you for certain.”

He chuckled. “If they are crafting weaponry, I am sure that the weight concern is frustrating.”

“Tough. If they could move as fast as I could on ice, they wouldn’t need to use me.” She swayed a little.

“I see. Well, I am done here for now. I need to make that call and wait for the flowers to open. That should leave us time for a meal.” He smiled.

“Thank you, Dr. Wender.”

“Lorvik or Lor, please.”

“Kes on my part then. Kescu is what my mother calls me. Well, part of what she calls me. When she really gets riled, I get all my names back to back.”

She chuckled and then clamped a hand over her mouth. “Sorry. It’s after-run rambles. Who needs to get drunk, I just need to get tired.” She giggled, and he helped her out of the greenhouse and into a living area. “Are you alone here?”

“I am. For my work, I don’t need a team. The Citadel has sent me here to work with Yola Base, and together, we are testing the seeds that they are producing. If we can come up with a reliable plant that can consistently be grown in laboratory conditions and from there planted into the tunnels, we will have something that can feed millions of under dwellers around the Alliance.” She watched him putter around the kitchen and describe his work to her in detail. She was still dizzy, but the blurting part of her was mercifully quiet. She settled in to have a nice dinner and then find a nice corner to take over and nap in.

Hopefully, Lor wouldn’t insist on her witnessing the last of his experiment.



Chapter Two

“So, you have to pollenate each one?” Kes tried to keep her voice chipper and encouraging.

She stifled a yawn.

“Yes. Even in our high-tech world, we can’t create self-pollinating plants. Well, we can, but they don’t taste very good and don’t produce fruit.” He went around with a swab and a brush dipped in different pollen, tending to each one of the twelve plants in turn.

She turned idly on her chair and took in the expanse of the greenhouse. Some of the plants were bearing fruit, some looked familiar and some looked downright dangerous.

“Do you eat any of this?”

“Some. The researchers at Yola transported the living plants to me through the tunnels, but it is faster to have a courier bring them. I can send them my results within a day instead of weeks.”

“Nice. Why weren’t they using me before?”

“I asked Dr. Senzer that when I confirmed the delivery. Apparently, you are very expensive.” Kes sat up and wiggled her shoulders happily.

“Yes, I am. That was my mother’s idea. She said that since my skills were so specific, I needed to get paid for their exotic nature. How can you two afford me now?”

He snorted. “The Citadel is picking up the tab and charging the Alliance.”

“Very nice. I am guessing that a run between Teckaro and Yola might become a regular thing.” Mentally, she rubbed her hands together as she contemplated the extra funds. Her sister, Eera, was going to be getting a new tunnel sled for her birthday. It may not be the most lady-like present, but Eera was years from having to worry about being classed as a lady.

He gave her a piercing look with his bright green eyes. “I think it just might.” She blinked rapidly, and a heat that had nothing to do with her talent crept through her body, resting in her cheeks.

To distract him, she asked, “So, why are you the only one here at Teckaro Base?”

“I am the only one that was needed. It is a small project, nothing to require additional personnel.” Lor smiled as if he knew what she was doing.

She nodded, watching him complete the pollination. “Is there a place for me to bed down for the night? I am a little tired after my time outside.”

“Are you staying the night?”

She sighed, “Yes. I can only run during the day. At night, the temperature is too cold and the air too still. I can manage short runs, but I prefer to only make one venture outside per day. Frankly, the cold is very hard on the system.” He finished his work and put his tools away.

“How long have you lived here?” She snorted. “How do you know I am not local?”

His laughter shivered the plants all around them. “I guessed.”

She lifted her hand and scowled. “I guess I am a little on the pink side compared to those born naturally on Wanlio 6.”

“Every local I have met or spoken to so far is a charming shade of blue. Face it, you stand out in a crowd here.” He laughed and put his kit away under one of the benches, double-checking the progress on the plants as they closed their orange flowers for the night.

He stretched, and suddenly, Kes was exceptionally hot. Even with the robes flowing around him, his physique had just the right combination of muscles and lithe dexterity.

“How did you get tapped to show up here to work?”

“As a member of the Citadel, I travel from world to world using my talents where I can to propel the growth of designed food species.” Lor shrugged. “Normally, I am on worlds that have just been reformed for habitation. Ice worlds are a new environment for me.”

She laughed. “Fun, aren’t they? How long have you been here?”

“Four months. I don’t know who was in this base before I was, but they left it very tidy.” He offered her his hand, and he helped her hop off her stool.

“Dr. Holiatic. He moved to one of the cities. Being out here was too hard on his sensibilities.” She snorted and tried to take her hand back.

He resisted for a moment before he released her. “You can take my room. I will take the couch.”

She shook her head. “No. I won’t. I will be up at dawn, and I tend to heat up in the middle of the night. I will take the couch, and next time, set a cot up for me in a cold room.”

He paused. “That is unacceptable.” She let some of her heat bleed out into the room. “That is the way it will be.” Lor scowled. “Fine. I will get you a blanket.” She laughed. “I don’t need it.” His lips twisted. “Fine. I will see you in the morning.”

She watched him exit and moved to take her seat on the couch. With a little squirming, she was comfortable, and with a full belly and shelter around her, she embraced sleep.


 


Kes was up and making breakfast out of supplies she scrounged up in Lor’s cupboards. He walked into the main room, and she had to admit that he even looked good in the morning.

Her hair had fought her when she woke up, but it seemed that his knew when to stay still and lie flat.

“Morning, Lor. Pardon my taking liberties with your kitchen, but I need to fuel up before heading back to Yola.” She fixed two plates and brought them over to the table.

He grabbed the pot of tea she had mixed and poured two cups. He settled across from her and lifted his eating prong.

As he ate, Kes was reminded of Eera and her ability to consume anything in front of her as long as it wasn’t red. He ate as if food prepared by someone else was a rarity. She knew that feeling.

Smirking to herself, Kes ate the omelette of rehydrated eggs and vegetables that she had located in his chiller. “I really hope that the veg in the chiller was for eating.”

He grinned as he finished his portion. “I am very particular to keep the experiments in the greenhouse and the food in the chiller.” She sighed in relief and ate with a bit more enthusiasm. It was pretty good, but she was a master at rehydrating foods. The bonus to an ice world, you never ran out of water.

“So, what do you do on your off days, Lor?”

“I work in the greenhouse and engage in conference calls around the globe.” He shrugged.

“There isn’t much off time when you are by yourself.”

She blinked. “You never take a tunnel rider into one of the towns? It takes about twelve hours, but you could have a trip to the bazaars, watch a play, buy some protein that isn’t dried… ” He grinned. “Do you take days off?” Kes chuckled. “Of course. My sister is turning eight in a few weeks. I take her to the parks, the hot springs, go shopping with her, that sort of thing.”

“You have family here?” He collected the plates and ran a sink full of water, scrubbing the plates and the pans she had used.

“Yes. I have a mother and a sister. My father passed away four years ago in a tunnel collapse.” She grimaced.

“And yet, you suggest that I travel by tunnel?”

She snorted. “My father was digging a new route in an unstable area. There was a geothermal break and the walls came in on the digger he was working on. The new tunnels are locked by gate at either end, and it was that gate that not only saved the nearby city but drowned the workers as the water came in.”

A lump came to her throat as it always did when she remembered that day. She had been running tech a day away from home when the collapse was announced. She got home as quickly as she could, but it didn’t change the fact that her father was dead half a world away.

Lor turned. “I apologize. I did not mean to tread on a sensitive subject.” She smiled weakly. “It’s all right. You didn’t know, and now, you do.” Kes sipped at the tea and enjoyed the warmth flowing through her veins.

“It is dangerous here then?”

“Every planet has its dangers. Even your greenhouse has its dangers. The key to living with the danger is to know it exists.” He sat across from her and gave her a long look that had a grudging respect. “There is a wisdom to you that I was not expecting.”

“What where you expecting, and why were you expecting anything?” She bit her lip and furrowed her brow.

“The Ice Runner has been the subject of many conversations between me and Dr. Senzer. He described you as young but businesslike.”

“Why were you talking about me?”

“I was waiting for Citadel clearance to authorize payment to you. How long have you been a courier anyway?”

“Since I finished school, six years. Dad didn’t like it, but once he was sure I was safe and knew what I was doing, he grudgingly encouraged me. When he died, I had to step things up a little.”

“Does it take a toll?”

She thought about it before she answered. “I would say that the toll is more emotional than physical. I miss my sister and mother while I am gone, and sometimes, I am gone for weeks going from base to base, city to city.”

“Would you ever consider leaving Wanlio 6?” His words were casual, but there was something behind his tone.

“It would have to be a helluva reason for me to leave, and my mother would have to approve.” She shrugged. “That isn’t likely to happen.” He sipped at his tea. “When is your next day off?”

She grinned. “On Fiveday. My sister’s school has asked me to explain what I do and why I can leave the underground when they can’t. I have been doing this lecture once a year since I was thirteen.”

“Where do you call home?”

“Corial City.”

He was surprised. “That is only seven hours via the tunnels.”

She nodded. “I am aware of that. Now. We have eaten, and I am eager to see if there is anything for me to take back to Yola Base.” Knowing that their moment of privacy was over, she pushed away from the table and rinsed out her teacup. She followed him to the greenhouse, and her jaw dropped open as red, ripe fruit was hanging and calling to her.

He smiled and prepared the sample box. “It worked. They should have twelve hours of optimum freshness after being picked. How long to get these back to Yola?”

“I had wind pushing me out here, but if I run directly, it should be around three hours. Wrap up your precious fruit, and I will top up my water supply. I will be ready in a few minutes.” She ran her normal checks after filling her water pouch. She checked her kite, made sure the lines were straight and verified that she had three days of ration bars.

Kescu took the science pack and settled it on top of hers. She checked the weight and pulled the straps tight. “Right. Ready. Open the doors, and call Dr. Senzer. Tell him I want hot soup.” Lorvik stood in front of her, and he said, “Be careful.” To her surprise, he gave her a quick, chaste kiss and walked away.

She stood in front of the inner door and watched it rise, moving through it out of reflex.

The monitors were all around her, so she couldn’t touch her lips, but she wanted to.

In minutes, she was back on the ice and making her way to Yola as fast as her limbs could propel her.


* * * *


Lorvik quickly moved to his lab and swabbed his lips. He had an idea of what the Ice Runner was made of, but he didn’t have proof. A genetic scan was not something most men would have wished to carry out after the first kiss, but he was not the ordinary male.

His time in the Citadel had told him that there were plenty of compatible species for one of his kind, but only one was the woman he was destined for. A peculiar seer had told him that he would find a heart of fire in a world of ice, and Lorvik Wender, Third King of the Hanushivi, believed that he had just met his heart of fire in the Ice Runner.



Chapter Three

Delivering the fruit to Yola Base exhausted her, but she was only an hour and a half run from home. If Kescu pulled out all the stops, she could have an extra day with her family. That was a sacrifice she was willing to make.

Dr. Senzer had the hot soup waiting for her, and she gulped it down in a few minutes with several effusive thanks. “Thanks, Doc. I am heading out again. I need to get home and practice my speech.”

“You are heading out again? That isn’t like you.”

She chuckled. “Eera has been complaining, so if I am a few hours away, I will make a run for her, even though I wouldn’t do it for you greedy research bases.”

He snorted. His deep blue skin and white hair were the perfect example of Wanlian naturally born citizens.

“How did you like meeting Dr. Wender?”

“He was pleasant enough. How did the fruit hold up?”

“They are perfect. Lovely. I will put in a courier request for next week if you don’t mind.” She laughed. “Talk to my booking agent. You know the drill.”

“Your mother hates talking to me.”

“She loves it. She just hates sending me outside, so keep that in mind and fake concern for me. You might eventually get a date out of it.” She checked her supplies and headed to the door. “Have them let me out. I want to get home.” He nodded and the inner door to the base opened.

She stepped forward and did the slow march to the exterior of her frozen world. Outside, she let her body heat flare, and she started to slip and slide along the surface until she was running on a thin layer of melted water and metal.

The skyline was amazing. Mountains of ice glittered and cast shadows. The bright light of the sun made her world a glittering diamond with endless facets and planes. She loved being in the wild of Wanlio 6. She was one of only a handful that could walk the surface without dying and the only one who could manage it without insulating suits and equipment.

The way home from Yola put her halfway back to Teckaro Base. The mental image of Lorvik heated her without any spurring on her part, and she sank a little too deep into the ice. She had to pull back on her emotions while she continued back to Corial City.

She would try to hide her overheating in the thermal bathes.


 


The familiar door in the stone wall was so welcome to her exhausted body. She knocked twice, waited and knocked three times. She heard her mother’s feet slapping the floor as she ran to the door.

“Kescu! How are you? You are early.” Kema continued her questions and concerned murmurs as she pulled Kes inside and removed her equipment, stripping her down to her underwear on the way to her bedroom.

“You have redecorated.”

“You have been gone a month, Kescu.” Kema frowned.

“How are the financials?”

“The coffers are full enough now to last us for four years. If you keep working on that Yola-Teckaro run, we will have enough for another year in just a few runs. They pay a lot.” In her underwear, her padded suit lying across the apartment, Kes wrinkled her nose. “I am going for a quick shower, but can I get one of you to wake me so I can spend some time at the thermal bathes tonight?”

Kema frowned. “Is it bad?”

“A little more than I am comfortable with. It is quite distracting to have to keep pulling it in.”

“I will wake you in three hours. I was able to bring in enough water and snacks for you to consume before you rest. Have a nap. I am sure that Eera will get you up the moment she gets home from classes.”

Kes grinned. “I will be disappointed if she doesn’t. Right. Shower first, food then nap. I have my itinerary.”

She followed her itinerary to the letter and soon found herself snug in bed with the smells of dinner lulling her to sleep.


 


She felt Eera’s stare before her little sister woke her by voice. “Time to wake up, ancient one.”

“That is very creepy, Eera.”

“It works, so I am keeping it.” Chuckling, Kescu sat up, confirmed she had put a clean sleep shirt on and extended her arms for a hug.

Eera fell into her arms and hugged her with a determination that let Kescu know she was still too hot. “It’s okay, shorty. You can let go now.”

Eera sat near her knees. “You are very warm today. Are you sick?”

“No. Just tired. I did two runs to get here to spend an extra day with you before the assembly on Fiveday. I ran a little hot.” Eera tsked just like their mother did. “You aren’t supposed to overdo it.”

“I know. I am sorry. I just needed some time with my loving family.”

“I forgive you. Do you need any water?”

“Please. I am going to get dressed.” Kescu slid her trembling limbs out of bed, and she walked to her dresser, pulling out some soft, flowing trousers, a loose tunic and a bright sash.

She peeled off the sleep shirt, replaced her old underwear with fresh clothing and got dressed. A pair of low boots that rose to mid-calf where she tucked the trousers in to blouse out, and she was dressed like a normal woman of Corial City. Her skin was the only main difference.

Eera waddled in with the pitcher full to the brim with water, and she carefully set it on the table next to Kescu’s bed.

“Mom is making stew and bread for you. She says that they are your favourite on rough days. I think she even bought some fresh meat for you.” Kescu was humbled. “That was so sweet. I was just going to run the snack alley and buy everything deep fried.”

Eera’s features were suddenly disappointed. “I guess you don’t have to now, huh?” She chuckled. “Have to… no. Want to? Oh yes.” Her sister laughed with delight. “Can I come too?”

“Of course. I need you to lead me in my sleep-deprived state.” Kes winked at her sister and grabbed her, swinging her around in circles.

Kescu walked into the kitchen and sat down at the table with Eera doing homework at her side.

Their mom made the stew, and the scent of bread was wafting from the oven. Kema worked with a smile on her face while Kes helped Eera with her studies.

Finally, Kema asked, “Have you met anyone interesting in the last few days, Kes?” Kescu felt heat run up her cheeks. “No, why?”

“There was a message from Dr. Senzer about a Dr. Wender asking about you.” Kema coloured as she always did after speaking with Senzer.

Kes was hoping that she could see if the two had any chemistry in person. They would be a good match, and her mother had been alone for long enough.

“Oh. Dr. Wender. Yes, he’s an off-worlder doing botany research with Senzer.” Kescu sipped at the tea her mother served her.

Eera looked up with wide eyes. “An alien? You saw a real-life alien?”

Kes reached out and ruffled her sister’s hair. “I see one every time I look in the mirror, sweetie.” The eight-year-old huffed. “Not like you. You are my sister. What did he look like, what kind was he?”

“We aren’t kinds, we are species.” She gave Eera a serious look.

“Species. What species is he?” Kes sighed. “I don’t know. He has gold-green skin, green eyes and dark brown hair.” Kema clattered the utensils, and Kes looked at her. “Gold-green skin, you say?” Kes nodded. “Yes. Like light filtered through the trees. Very pretty colour, really.”

“But, you just delivered the parcel and left. Correct?”

She scowled. “No, Mom, I stayed the night on his couch. I left in the morning.”

“Did anything… happen?”

Eera was staring from one to the next.

“No, Mom. I went to bed in my running suit. Woke up in it too.”

Kema let out a blast of relieved air and returned to cooking.

Kescu made a mental note to quiz her mother about her strange reaction later. The loaf of bread came out of the oven, so Kes got to her feet and set the table.

Ten minutes later, Eera’s homework was set aside and they ate together as a family. It was a rare occurrence lately. Kes’s work kept her out most nights now that the researchers were using her for scheduled deliveries.

Wanlio 6 was inhospitable for the most part, but the environment was ideal for experiments for the worst-case scenarios, as well as a pure atmosphere.

After dinner, Kes made sure that Eera had completed her homework before she asked their mother, “May I take Eera to the food stalls?” Kema turned slowly and looked them both up and down. Kescu and Eera put on earnest expressions.

“Fine. Bring me a sugar tangle.” Kema waved them off and turned to put the dishes away.

Not wanting to tempt fate, Kes grabbed a giggling Eera under one arm and took her out of the house before Mom could change her mind.

Sugar was waiting and after that, some time in the baths. Just what an overheated body needed.



Chapter Four

After several judicious selections, they sat at one of the public tables and went over their treasures, one at a time.

Kes looked around and smiled at the couples, families and teens that were doing the same. The analytical part of her looked at the ice walls of the main bazaar and gauged the density of the ice as well as the weight on the shielding that held it back.

“Kes, what is it, you got all serious all of a sudden.” Eera was wearing most of her frosted ice, and Kes sighed and gave her a napkin.

“Nothing. Just boring stuff.”

“Oh, grown-up stuff.”

“Yup. How are you and Mom doing with me away so much?” Kes tore off a piece of deep fried and sugared bread.

“It gets boring, but I get to have friends over more.” Eera shrugged as if it was a fair trade off.

“Did you know Mom used to be a genetic manipulator like Dr. Senzer? They know each other.”

Kes coughed. “What?”

“It’s true. Mom didn’t think I was awake, but she talked with Dr. Senzer about stress-based reversal or something. He asked her why she quit doing genetic research, and she told him to zip it if he wanted to keep you on contract. He promised to shut up, and they stopped the call. Mom picked me up and tucked me in bed, and I couldn’t really ask her about what she had said.” Kescu straightened. “I see. Well, don’t worry about it. Hey, tomorrow, when I do the talk, are you willing to have me say hello to you, or do you want to play it cool?”

Eera sniffed. “You are my sister and I love you, but be a little circumspect. That’s a new word I just learned. Mom wants me to memorize it.” Kes laughed and took a napkin to Eera’s nose.

An hour later, with their mom’s sugar tangles in a bag, they walked home, Eera vibrating with energy. It was a perk to being an older sister that she was allowed to wind up the little sister and set her loose on the world, or in this case, their mother.

Kes smiled and pushed away the words stress-based reversal until she could be in private with Kema. Her mother needed to explain how and why she quit her job in genetics.

That could wait for tomorrow.

She faced the sea of small faces and explained ice running once again. “I have metal plates on my feet, and my body heat melts the ice enough to make a small puddle of water, and if you have ever walked in water on ice, it is darned slippery.” Kescu did the demonstration on a block of ice.

She put a metal plate on the ice and a hot cup of tea on top of that. After a few seconds, the plate began to slide, and it headed for the edge of the block with increasing speed. Kes caught the cup before it fell, and the metal plate clattered to the ground.

“That is the basic method by which it works. I also use a kite when the wind is right, and it pulls me along at quite a pace.” She turned and activated a display of her cruising across the ice holding onto the kite.

When she turned and faced the school children, an image of her running was on her right with the image of her kiting on the left. “Any questions?” Thirty kids put their hands up in the air. She pointed to one at random. “Yes?”

“Why can you go outside dressed like that when we have to use survival suits?”

“As you may have noticed, I am not from around here.” She pressed her hand to the surface of the ice and melted it with her body heat. “I generate heat, all the time. I channel it when I run. Anything else?”

One of the girls from Eera’s class raised her hand. “Why don’t you look like Eera?”

“I am adopted. Eera’s mother and father took me in when I was little and raised me like their own. I am not blue, but I am part of the family.” The same girl frowned and put her hand back in the air. “Where are your parents?”

“I don’t know. I guess they are dead, but since I don’t know what I am, I can’t be sure of it.”

“How can you not know what you are?” The girl found this unfathomable.

“What are you?”

“Wanlian.”

“How do you know that is what you are?” Kescu smiled and cocked her head.

“My mom told me… oh.” The girl nodded and several other heads bobbed in agreement.

Kescu sighed and smiled at the principal.

He came over and nodded. “Thank you, Kescu Washley, for showing us why you are the Ice Runner.”

The assembly applauded, and Kescu walked off the stage with a whispered apology for the water on the platform.

She waited until after the final demonstration from a dentist and gave Eera a hug before the lunch bell rang. Career day was a bitch.


 


At home, she went through her correspondence, messaged a few people who had been trying to contact her and generally goofed off.

“Mom, when am I heading back to Yola?”

“End of the week, Kes. They are booking you for weekly trips to Teckaro.” Kema frowned. “I am not sure we should take that contract.”

“Why not? It is far more lucrative and far less effort than most of the runs I do.”

“I don’t like that new researcher.” Kema fidgeted.

Kescu was shocked. “You haven’t met him. How can you say you don’t like him?” Kema scowled. “Why do you like him?” Kes shrugged and looked at her screen instead of her mother’s face across the partnership desk.

“He was friendly, and he showed me the experiment instead of locking me in the antechamber overnight like so many of them do. He even offered me his room so I would be more comfortable, but I stayed on his couch.”

“Did you leave any skin or hair samples?” Kes frowned and looked Kema in the eye. “I think I need to know what is going on here.”

“You aren’t from here. Your mother was a friend of mine, and when you were born, she asked if I would hide you by whatever means necessary.” She ran her hands through her hair, a gesture she saved for when she was truly agitated.

“What does that mean?”

“You aren’t really pink. I couldn’t find a trigger to make you match the Wanlian, so I matched a variety of species with your colouration.” Kes raised her hand and stared at it as if staring would change it. “What colour am I actually?” Kema looked away, her lips tight together.

“You know.”

“No, I really don’t. Are you saying that Dr. Wender is a match for my skin tone?” She shrugged, “More or less. You are more gold than green, and your eyes are blue-black, not green, to match your hair. I had to install the changes when you were an infant.”

“You haven’t been off Wanlio 6 longer than I have been alive. How did I get here?” Her mother sighed. “Bribery and a path of shuttles and ships that should have been untraceable.”

“You think Dr. Wender is here for me?” Kema clawed at her hair again. “I think Dr. Wender is looking for more than simple vegetable growth. The Citadel has no one registered to them by that name, but there is one of the Hanushivi who is in this sector. I am guessing that it is him.” Kescu looked at her hands again, “Hanushivi? Is that what I am?”

“Yes, and now, I am going to tell you why you can’t tell anyone.”



Chapter Five

Two days later, Kescu was on the run from Yola to Teckaro. She repeated everything she had learned about the people who had birthed her and their desperation to hide her.

Kema and Lyrica had gone to some seminars in the Wanlio system. They had become fast friends.

Lyrica was heading home to be married to a man she had not met, and Kema was at the top of her game as a geneticist.

Five years later, Kema got an urgent message from Lyrica saying that the royal family of the Hanushivi wanted to kill her baby. She needed Kema to hide it and make all the arrangements.

Kema didn’t know why or who precisely was after the child, but she arranged a line of shuttles and ships, each handing off a small stasis pod under the guise of it being research material. The moment that she had signed for the shipment, she had taken little Kescu out of cold storage, and to her shock, the baby was wide awake and staring at her. She was dehydrated and hungrier than a boring worm, but once food had been settled, the baby had been quite happy to settle in with Kema and her husband.

Kescu stumbled and righted herself as she slid from foot to foot. She needed to keep her attention on the mission and not on her fanciful bloodlines.

Three hours out of Yola, she arrived and keyed in the courier code. “Teckaro Base, this is Courier Washley requesting permission to enter.”

“Welcome, Kescu. Come on in.” The great outer door creaked upward, and she stepped into the first lock, her temperature riding high.

The second lock showed signs of melting as she waited, and she made an effort to cool down.

The inner lock helped calm her down, but she was unsure of how she was going to react when she saw him again.

His easy smile and welcoming eyes relaxed her the moment that the final door exposed him.

“Hello again, Kescu. Please, come in.” She unbuckled the courier pack and checked her chronometer. “Thank you, but I need to be heading out momentarily.” She didn’t, but being out of his influence seemed safe.

His face expressed his disappointment. “Are you sure? I have carved out a guestroom.” Kes blinked. “What?”

“I made you a guestroom for when you come on courier missions. It is the least I can do for your help to my research.”

“I am being paid, you know.”

“I know. There is no reason that you can’t be comfortable.” Lor grinned, and she handed him the pack she was carrying.

He scampered into the greenhouse and invited her to follow.

Kes drank from her water pack and decided that she could spare a few minutes.

“How long have you been in the Citadel?” She sat on the stool and swung her legs while she ate her ration bar.

“I was educated there, so about fifteen years. My people do not have a high opinion of talents, so when mine surfaced, it was necessary to ship me off to school.”

“Is your name really Wender?” He grinned. “You have been looking me up? I am flattered. No, I would not be registered under Wender if you went looking. It is my chosen name. My family name is nothing but trouble.” She laughed and watched him gently caress a seedling into blooming.

“I have dinner in the oven if you are interested.” He asked her slyly as he worked on the next eleven seedlings.

Oh, he was very sneaky. “I don’t want to put you out. Why do your people hate talents?” He blinked and chuckled at her guileless question. “They don’t hate them, they fear them, and they use them to death. Talents in the Hanushivi do not have a long lifespan.”

“Why does the ruling family allow it?”

“They have not had a strong enough talent in power to defy the common usage of their people. It will take a talent of courage and power to make a stand for their people.”

Kes frowned. “Your talent is strong. Why don’t you speak up?”

He looked at her and laughed. “Enhancing the life cycle of plants is not a strong talent, it is a parlour trick.”

She tried to be casual. “I haven’t heard of the Hanushivi before.”

He shrugged. “I am not surprised. We don’t travel much and have never had an extensive population. We live on Shivi and die there, for the most part. I am currently an exception.”

“How many other exceptions are there?” He paused and stared off into the glass of the greenhouse. “None. None that I have been able to confirm. I have been looking for the last three years, and the Citadel has assisted me in my search by lending me seers who provided nice and vague clues as to where I could find another one of my kind.”

Kes suddenly felt uncomfortable. “How would you find one of your kind?”

“I would look for a woman with Hanushivi characteristics, and barring that, I would do genetic exploration to find the fire in the ice that the seers taunted me with.” He smiled politely, but there was knowledge in his eyes.

“Genetic testing?”

“Indeed.”

“Wouldn’t you need a hair or skin sample for that?”

“It is amazing what information can be contained in a simple kiss.”

Shock rippled through Kes. “What did it show?”

“That despite appearances, you are like me, and I would like permission to show you your home.” Kescu looked around at the ice in all its colours as seen through the greenhouse glass. “This is my home.”

“What if I told you that your parents are still alive? They were sterilized after your talent was made apparent, but they are still alive.” She scowled. “How do you know that? What is my mother’s name?”

“Lyrica Aduran, married to Jerrin Aduran for thirty years. When you disappeared, they were questioned and sterilized. No brothers or sisters I am afraid.”

She almost slipped off her stool. Even Kema hadn’t known her father’s name. “How do you know all this?”

He blinked. “Let me finish this, and we will have dinner and talk some more. I have some explaining to do.”

She laughed at the understatement and waited while her body reset to normal levels.

Over dinner, he asked, “Can you heat your body when you aren’t cold?”

“How hot are we talking?”

“Flame hot?”

She shrugged. “I have never tried. You don’t want a fire in an environment where the atmosphere is piped in.”

“Fair enough. I am the current King of the Hanushivi. Lorvik Enderell is my given name. We are a solitary world in the Vexar Empire.”

“King?”

He nodded grimly. “King.”

“What does that entail you to?”

“A nice house and a pain in the ass. It is mostly ceremonial, which is why it is not disruptive for me to be here. I am looking for my destined queen, and I think I found her in you.” She coughed and spluttered, covering her mouth with a napkin. “Queen?”

“You are fit, beautiful, have a good heart and a lovely sense of decorum, and you appear to be a virgin. You meet all the official criteria and two of mine.”

Kes blushed at the mention of virginity. “What are your criteria?”

“You have to actually love your family, and you need a sense of humour.”

“Why is that important?”

“I was born out of an obligation to have a son, I don’t want that for my children. I was still a child when you disappeared, but a betrothal was already being whispered about. Apparently, we are a match on a genetic level.” Kes rubbed the back of her neck. “I am not even sure that I am the same species as you.” It was a lie, but a very polite one.

“I am. With the Vexar empress being raised at the Citadel Thoola, this is a time for the rise of talents. If we can lay down enough groundwork to support those who come after us, I will consider our reign to be an accomplishment.” She cleared her throat. “Our reign?”

“No single rulers on the throne of Shivi. I have one more year to find a wife and then the throne will go to the nearest noble of appropriate lineage.” Lor poured a glass of water for her.

“You seem very certain of me.”

“I have gleaned every bit of information that Wanlio 6 has to offer on you. You have put your life in danger numerous times to help stranded explorers and those stupid enough to venture out of the cities to get on the surface. You engaged in private runs for nineteen hospitals whenever there was a transplant at stake. You might not be one of these people, but you do watch over them. Being a bonded courier for the research station pays the bills for you and your family, but your actions speak volumes.”

“What do they say?” She collected the plates and took them to the counter to start washing them.

He walked up behind her and put his hands on either side of the counter, bracketing her body. His whisper was warm in her ear. “It says that despite it being glaringly obvious that you have enough power to take this entire world over, you just want everyone happy and healthy, and if that is not the action of a woman who knows she was born to rule, I don’t know what is.”

She shivered and turned to face him, putting heat into her hands as she pressed them to his chest. “They are the actions of someone who knows that not everyone around her is as strong as she is.”

He gave her a quick kiss before he backed away. “Exactly.”

Kes stood staring at the swirl of robes as he returned to his greenhouse and left her to absorb all that he had said.



Chapter Six

A quick check of her chronometer told her that the night was still in full swing. If she ran out in the temperatures on the surface right now, even her heat wouldn’t save her. Frustrated, she flipped off the covers he had thoughtfully provided, and she went into the kitchen, making some hot tea.

She winced as the light came on in Lor’s room.

She apologized as he walked out wearing loose sleep pants and nothing else. “Sorry. I couldn’t sleep.”

He smiled and rubbed at his eyes with one hand. “Don’t worry about it. The crackle of the ice always wakes me around this time. What kept you awake?”

Kes stared at him with her mouth open before she said. “What do you think?” He smiled. “Perhaps my ham-handed proposal was causing you distress.”

She sighed. “That is fairly accurate. I don’t know what to think of any of that. I want to ask my mom for details, but it is too late or early depending on your perspective.”

“Would things be easier for you if I spoke to your mother?”

She tore her gaze from the smooth movements of muscle in his shoulders as he got the teacups down. “What?”

“Kescu, would you like me to speak with your parent to explain the situation?” She blinked. “Would you do that?”

“Certainly. I can set the watering system to automatic and come to Corial for a few days if you are willing.”

She frowned. “When would you come?”

“We could travel together through the tunnels if you wouldn’t mind. I would feel better not being alone on a rider. Is that possible?”

“Will a longer delivery time wreck the experiment with Dr. Senzer?”

He shook his head. “Can we swing by Yola?” Kes sighed. “It will add eight hours to the travel time, but we can travel day and night if you don’t mind.”

She mentally kicked herself for basically agreeing to travel with him. “You will need to make arrangements for yourself. My family doesn’t have a spare room.”

His smile lit up the room. “I will make them immediately, and I will notify Yola that we are coming.”

Lorvik moved around the kitchen and set out a light snack before he disappeared into his chambers.

Kescu sighed and realized that she was more tired than she thought if she had just let herself be tricked into introducing her mother to the man who was hunting for her. It was beyond stupid, and she had to admit she was worried. Lorvik had no idea what he was going to face in the embodiment of Kema Washley.


 


“It has been a while since I used one of these, but here we go.” She was in first position on the tunnel rider, and Lorvik was sitting behind her, Dr. Senzer’s experimental fruit tucked into the cargo area along with her meal packs.

She fired up the machine, and it hummed to life. “Are you ready?”

He wrapped his arms around her waist and held her tight. “When you are.” She throttled the tunnel rider forward, and they were off. It took a certain amount of nerve to ride the tunnels. They were endless holes carved into the ice and there were no landmarks, only more ice.

In her earpiece, she heard him ask, “How do you know where you are?”

She chuckled. “You can tell where you are by speed and time. The rider records your distance and the length of your journey. You work out the location from there.”

“It doesn’t have a location tracker?”

“They are unreliable if you are too close to a mineral pocket. They can throw you off by up to three hours.” She throttled the rider faster, and they continued to slide through the tunnels at a pace she would normally have acquired on foot.

“How are you not dizzy?”

She laughed, “Did you want to drive? It helps with the tunnel vision.”

“Gods, no. I am content to cling to you for support. You seem to know where you are going.” An unladylike snicker broke free. “You had better hope that I am not going to kill you and leave you for dead. No one would ever find you.”

“I love an element of danger.” He held her tight, and his hands were pressing tight to her runner suit.

The padded suit was her mother’s design. It was sleeveless and suited Kescu perfectly. Her skin was rarely cold, and when it was, she put a wrap on. Her wrap was currently in her pack with the rest of her things.

She clocked three hours of tunnel and pulled aside. She shut the engine down and sighed.

“Okay, rest break number one.” He dismounted with a groan and looked from one side to the other. “Is there any corner or turn where I could… ”

Kescu sighed and walked sixteen feet behind the rider where a crack in the ice gave her the perfect starting point. She heated her body and walked into the ice. It was slow going, but she got a nice niche carved out that would fit Lorvik’s body. As a bit of humour, she even carved a makeshift lav out of ice.

Sighing and rubbing her hands to disperse the heat, she left the small chamber and waved him in.

“As you requested.”

“Thank you. Don’t you need to use one as well?”

She shook her head. “I went before we left and am good for another ten hours or so. It is a side effect of using my talent.”

He disappeared for a moment, and she wandered back to the rider. Another four hours and they would be at Yola Base, another five after that and they would be in Corial. Kes drank some water and pulled out a ration bar. Smiling, she watched a consternated Lorvik emerge.

“Is there somewhere I can wash my hands?”

“Rub the walls, scrub your hands, rub the walls again and then come here, and I will dry them.” He was awkward as he did as she said. “You must think I am an idiot.”

“You are not the first visitor that I have taken through the tunnels nor the first to forget that we are surrounded by water.”

He walked over to her and extended his cold, shivering hands.

Kescu reached out and took those hands with hers and used the heat from her skin to dry him.

She watched the colour return to his gold-green skin, and she smiled up at him. “Is that better?” He leaned in and kissed her in answer. The kiss was light and exploratory, but when he pulled back, she went up on her toes to keep the contact.

A strange shiver ran through her from head to toe, and it was that unfamiliar feeling that made her pull back.

He had a slight smile on his face, and his lips had a shine that made her want to check her own.

Kes cleared her throat. “I have half a ration bar for you.”

He smiled. “Thank you. How long until we reach Yola?”

“Four hours. Let me know if you need a rest stop.”

“I promise I will. Shall we?”

She smiled and got back onto the rider with a ration bar clutched in her hand. She had her water pack with her, so she pulled the tube up and held it between her teeth while the engine roared into life once again.

Off they went into the endless glitter of ice with nothing but the ticking of distance to guide them.



Chapter Seven

Kescu refuelled at Yola. Lor and Dr. Senzer were busy chatting about the project, and Lor accelerated the next batch while she was swapping out propulsion crystals.

Senzer’s assistant was a pleasant man who handed her some ration bars and showed her where to refill her water packs with filtered water.

Kes had a light nap by the time Lor returned and shook her awake. She stood up and nodded to Dr. Senzer. “Have a good evening, Doc.”

“Enjoy your trip, Courier Washley. I had no idea you knew the tunnels that well.” She gave him a look through narrowed eyes. “I know you know better than that. I was with the drill team who opened the tunnel to Yola.” He shrugged. “It has been so long, who remembers?”

She snorted and got back on the rider. Lorvik came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her once again. With a roar of the engine, they were off and streaking through the tunnels.

“How old were you when the tunnel was run?” Lor’s voice sounded in her earpiece.

“Nine. My father was running the drill team that made the hole that we are cruising through.” She accelerated again.

“You went with him when he worked?”

“Of course. When I wasn’t in school, I was with my dad in the tunnels. It was an educational experience, and I enjoyed working with him.”

“What could a child do?”

She laughed brightly, “I could heat up the lunches.”

He snorted and hung on as they continued on their way to Corial.

Two stops later and they pulled into the tunnel junction, the parking area for all tunnel riders. Kes groaned as she stood up and stretched. Lorvik was flexing his hands.

“Where are you staying?”

He grinned. “The Three Fountains.” She whistled softly. “Fancy.” He laughed and pulled her pack out before claiming his own. “I may not look it, but I am a king after all. It is important that I stay comfortably when I am trying to lull your mother into letting me sweep you away to worlds unknown.”

“Lull Kema Washley? Oh dear, your brain froze during the journey.” She tutted and swung her bag over her shoulder. “This way to the Three Fountains.”

The streets of Corial were quiet. A few tea vendors had their shops open, but there was almost no traffic on the street.

“Why is it so quiet?”

Kes laughed. “Because you spent more than five hours with Senzer. It is three in the morning now. It will be much more lively in the morning.” He ducked his head. “It was fun to talk to another botanist. I apologize if it is too late to meet your mother today.”

“It isn’t too late, it is too early. I will leave her a message, and she will call you in the morning.”

“You will leave her a message?” His brow furrowed.

“Of course. I don’t want to wake her or Eera by turning lights on in the house. I will head to the hostel and nap until dawn.”

They walked down the silent streets. The warm lights of the active businesses were puddles of clarity in the dimness.

“How far under is Corial?”

“Sixty feet of ice over our heads, held in place by the strongest in shielding and bracing technology. The light is brought in with tubes drilled almost to the surface with reflectors catching and redirecting the sunlight.” He grinned. “I read the brochure. I was just curious. Teckaro is far closer to the surface.”

“Fifteen feet below and set in the side of a glacier. It is a different setup entirely.” She chuckled and pointed at the bright lights on the edge of the street. “That is the Three Fountains.”

“Come in with me. We can have some tea, and you can tell me how best to approach your mother.”

She frowned but the tea was tempting, so was spending more time with him. Kes called herself a thousand kinds of fool, but she liked him.

It went beyond him being the first non-Wanlian who had any interest in her, he was her own kind, and he knew what she was. There was no hiding from that. There was also no ignoring the delicate touch that he used on the plants and that he used when he touched her. He treasured life, and it radiated from him in every gesture and action.

Plants excited him, not crushing his people beneath his heel.

“Tea would be nice.”

His smile was brilliant, and he took her hand in his as they walked into the lobby of the most luxurious hotel in Corial.

He checked in and the concierge gushed about the accessibility of the spa pools, even at the pre- dawn hour. Nothing was too good for the guests of the Three Fountains.

“Does your companion require a key?” Lorvik nodded. “Please. I wish her to be free to come and go as she pleases.”

The concierge looked a little surprised but quickly smoothed his features into a pleasant expression. “Enjoy the facilities, miss.”

“Thank you.” Kescu knew the man. She had run a heart from Heesin City for his nephew.

Lorvik took her hand again, and together, they entered the lift that took them further down, under Corial.

“Have you ever gone to the hot pools?” He frowned. “No. How hot are they?”

“The Wanlians can tolerate them, so they are not too bad. Would you like to try them?” He looked down at her. “You really want to, don’t you?”

She chuckled. “After our trip, you will enjoy this. Trust me.”

“I trust you.”

Her heart pounded in her throat as she heard the earnestness in his voice.

They found his room, and she went to the bathroom, returning to him with two robes. “We either change there, or we change here. Your choice.”

He took his robe and inclined his head. “I will change in the bedroom.”

As he walked off, she called out, “Don’t wear anything under it. We have co-ed public bathing here.”

He paused and then continued, closing the door behind him.

She laughed and retired to the large bathroom, peeling off her runner suit one piece at a time. By the time she was down to her skin, she was aware of every ache and pain in her body. She may be able to handle the cold, but it took a toll on her body.

Wrapped in the rich, soft robe, she emerged from the bathroom, tucking her key into the robe pocket.

Lorvik emerged wearing his robe, his feet as elegant as the rest of him.

It was sad that she noticed, but she took pity on his awkward silence. “Are you ready?” He shook his head. “I have no idea.” Kes laughed and reached for his hand. “Come along. I am looking forward to this.” Down two levels and across three halls, they finally made it to the hot pools.

Lorvik looked around at the enamelled bathes large enough for ten, and he started to smile. “This is not what I was thinking.”

She laughed. “I have no idea of what was in your mind. Come on, off with your robe and into the water. The pools are graded by colour. Burgundy is the hottest and that is where I am spending my time.”

Kescu slipped off her robe, hung it on a peg and walked to the pool. She slipped into the pool and turned to watch to see which pool Lorvik picked.

He was still staring in her direction. So she cleared her throat. “You are going to be silly standing there when the dawn bathers come in.” Sighing, he removed his robe, and she watched all his golden-green perfection walking to the pool next to hers. He slipped a foot into it and smiled then moved to her pool and tested the waters.

“You are right, it isn’t too hot.” Kescu watched as he settled with the muscles on his chest flexing as he leaned his arms on the edge of the pool. She sank lower in the water and closed her eyes. “That is what I used to think.”



Chapter Eight

Lorvik looked down at Kescu and thought about how right she looked in his bed. After an hour of the most relaxing bath of his life, Kescu had fallen asleep in the pool, and he had carried her back to his suite.

He had left a message as to her location and the best time to come storming the suite for Kema Washley. Kescu needed her sleep, and he was determined to make sure she got it.

Kes turned to her stomach, and her hair flopped sideways.

Curious, Lorvik removed the pin holding her hair and unwound the mass until it reached her hips. That was a bit of a shock. For a woman who lived in such practical clothing to have such a feminine side was both startling and delightful.

He sat on the chaise near the bed and watched her while she slept. He did not intend to leave the running of their world to her, but it was very nice to know that he could if he had to. She had strength of character, strength of will, and the attraction he felt for her seemed to be mutual.

There was only one obstacle, and she was going to arrive at eleven in the morning if she abided by his request.

Lorvik settled in and watched over his sleeping beauty until his lids grew heavy and the small freckles on her cheeks blurred with his fatigue.


* * * *


Kes shot up, worried that she would be late. Cool air on her body brought home the fact that she was not wearing anything and the swish of her hair against her buttocks told her that things were not as they should be.

Something moved in her peripheral vision, and Lorvik shifted on the chaise before returning to deep slumber.

Kes looked down. Aside from being naked, she wasn’t wearing any bruises, bites or marks of nocturnal activity. Nothing had happened.

She found the robe and slipped it on, moving quietly into the other room. In the bathroom, she found a brush, and she worked on her hair, getting the black tangle into an even wave with a lot of wincing. Kes never wore her hair loose. It whipped about in the wind and froze into the ice.

With her hair smooth, she twisted it up on her head, and she grabbed a tie from her pack.

The soak had done her good, so she grabbed her spare suit and climbed into it. She had just finished getting dressed when a familiar knock sounded at the door.

She opened the door. “Come in, Mom. Lorvik is still asleep.”

Kema came in and her gaze took in everything.

The robe, the spare uniform and the bedroom door still open a crack. “You slept with him.” Kescu grinned, “No. I got the bed.” She beckoned her mother, and Kema followed. She opened the door, and they could see Lorvik lying uncomfortably on the chaise, his robe tangled around his legs.

Kema clapped her hand over her mouth, and they backed away, closing the door with a soft click.

Back in the living room, Kes fished out a ration bar and started chewing. “Why do you insist on thinking the worst?”

Kema touched her hand. “It is a habit I don’t want to break. I want to protect you, Kes. You are my child.”

“And he will take me from you?” Kema slumped. “If he is good enough to win your affections, I am afraid he will.”

“He’s a good man. He is a member of the Citadel, educated away from his own people. He has to find a mate to fully take the throne, and I am guessing that I am the one he has chosen.” Kema shook her head. “It had to be you. Your people are keyed to each other. Lyrica told me about it when she sent you to me. She didn’t want you raised in court or locked up when they couldn’t hide your talent any longer.”

“That isn’t the case anymore, Mom. They are in the Vexar Empire, and the new Vexar empress was a member of the Citadel. She is an incredible power, and she is paving paths for the talents, changing their existence from a hidden burden to a celebration.”

Kema looked up in surprise. “Really? It is safe for you to return home?”

Kes reached out and took her mother’s hand.

“This is my home. You are my home, Eera is my home, but feel the heat in my hand. It makes you uncomfortable. It hurts. It hurts Eera too, though she insists on hugging me when I am running hot. I am not meant for ice, which I believe is why Lyrica wanted me sent here. No one would look for a spark of fire under all this ice, but I can’t be me here. I feel so much power, so much fire that wants to swell and burn, and if I did that here, lives would be lost.”

Kema sighed. “I didn’t realize that you were so stifled.”

“I am not. I am restrained within my boundaries. I know the rules here and how to make my place, but I want to be given a place that I don’t have to kill myself maintaining. It is exhausting, and frankly, my body isn’t up to it.”

“What do you mean?”

“The cold is starting to hurt. Every long run sends me into the hot springs, but they can’t always relax muscles that have tensed and are pulling hard at me.”

“Oh, honey, I had no idea.”

“It’s fine. The price we paid for stability. Now, there is enough in the accounts to take you to Eera’s thirtieth year without you having to lift a finger. I mean, I guess… I would love it if you came with me.”

Lorvik’s voice came out of the bedroom doorway. “I think I will take it from here. Your mother and I have much to discuss.” He was dressed, and his long mahogany hair hung loose to his waist.

Kescu stifled a sigh.

Kes yawned. “Cool. You talk out here, I will go back to bed.” She didn’t give them the option to refuse. She simply stopped at Lor and gave him a peck on the lips before passing him and heading back into the welcoming sheets.

They were going to hash it out without her, and she was going to pretend that nothing was going on. It was a fair trade.


 


Two hours later, she was feeling much more rested and exceptionally relaxed. Kes put her suit back on and joined her mother and Lorvik in the living room of the suite.

Kema and Lorvik were staring at each other, each had a data pad in their hands and their styluses were working frantically.

Not wanting to disturb them, Kes refreshed the tea and checked their cups. She sat to one side and watched as they duelled with documentation. Kes sipped her tea, and when Kema’s face took on a glint of triumph, she slipped behind her mother and checked to see what she was working on.

“Mom. What the hell?”

Kema smirked. “Baby names. That’s right. I am picking them.”

Lorvik scowled. “I may not like the system that spawned me, but I do have family heritage to consider.”

“They will wear your last name. Kescu will retain the name Washley, and Eera and I will have unlimited visits and a home in the nearest glacier or mountain range for comfort.” Kema smiled.

Kescu stared at her mother in horror. “Where is the whole my daughter is not yours to command thing?”

Lorvik smiled, “We covered that in the first hour. You shouldn’t have had a nap.” Kema grinned. “It is true, Kes. I did grill him most thoroughly as to why he was qualified to be your husband. His answer was pretty good.” Kes crossed her arms. “What was the answer?” Lorvik chuckled. “Who else would be brave enough to take you on?”

Shock ripped through her, and then, she gave a rueful smile. “That has a distinctly unflattering ring of truth to it.”

Kema Washley showed her the contract that they had worked out. It covered every salient part of her life and several things she hadn’t considered. Her skin turned bright pink when she got to the mating part of the contract, but it only promised that Kescu would not obstruct any attempt to produce an heir. It didn’t say that she had to bear one, only that she wouldn’t stop nature from taking its course.

Lorvik called the concierge into the suite and had him witness the signatures. Once the contract was signed, they had a light lunch and Lorvik got on the com, arranging for a group of couriers to be stationed on Wanlio 6, as per the contract.

Kescu smiled. There was no doubt that Kema knew her daughter. Kes would not be able to leave until there was someone to do the job that had integrated itself into Wanlio 6 life in a few short years.

Lorvik paused between calls to the Citadel and Sector Guard. “You had better keep to Kema’s portion of the contract.”

Curious, Kes flicked to the point where a trousseau was to be supplied. “Seriously? I have to go shopping?”

He shrugged and nodded.

Kema sighed. “I did agree to it.” An evil twinkle came into Kescu’s eyes, she could feel it. “Can I get Eera out of school?” Kema grimaced. “Of course. I will call them and tell them you are on the way.” Grinning, Kescu waved farewell with a promise to return after Eera had finished telling her that she was a pretty princess.

Lorvik commented, “A queen.”

Snickering, she left the suite and went to Eera’s primary school to get her an afternoon off.



Chapter Nine

It took two weeks, countless fittings and three tantrums by Eera, but finally, Kescu was ready to leave, and Lorvik had handed off his research area to another botanist.

Kescu stood next to the lift to the surface with her bags packed and sitting next to her. Eera was holding onto Kes’s waist, and Kes was talking with her mother. “The ship will be here for you in two months when Eera is out of class for the summer. You will come to Shivi, right?” Kema cupped her jaw. “Of course I will, Kes. I look forward to seeing you as you were meant to be. If my extrapolations are correct, you will revert to your original colouration when you are finally able to use your talents to the limit. A warmer environment should be just the thing. Call me if anything happens.”

Kes shifted awkwardly and hugged her mother.

“I will call you every chance I get.”

“You had better. Tell me how Lyrica is doing after you meet her. She should call me if she can.” Kema hugged back.

“I will tell her.” Kescu looked down, and Kema backed off to let her daughters talk. “Eera.”

“Don’t go.”

“I have to go.” She knelt so she was face to face with Eera. “I will see you soon. I mean, I may be a different colour when you do, but I will be closer to blue than I am now.”

“I am used to you being all pink and warm.” Eera sniffled. “Why can’t you stay here and make Lorvik stay too?”

She sighed. “You know how when I am running hot and you hug me, it hurts?” Eera nodded.

“That is the kind of hurt I feel more and more with every trip I make across the ice. I need a change, love. I am your sister, and nothing is going to change that. In a few months, you and Mom will come to Shivi, and you will start school there.”

Eera frowned. “What if they don’t like me?”

“Everybody likes you, Eera, but if they don’t, you and Mom can come back here to Wanlio 6, and I will stay on Shivi and come to visit when I can.”

“Can’t you come back with us?”

“No. I will be married to Lorvik by then, and I don’t think that he will like it if I am not with him. He might, but I am not sure.” In Eera’s huge eyes, she could see Lorvik standing behind her. He slowly shook his head, and Eera’s little shoulders slumped.

Kes stroked her hair and smiled at her. “Life is meetings and partings. We part now, but we will meet again. Do your homework and listen to Mom. I will send you as many messages as I can, and if anything fun happens, you will know about it.”

Eera smiled hopefully. “Even important stuff?”

“Even important stuff. Now, wish me well and give me a hug. I love you, and you are going to be with me every step of the way.” Eera hugged her, and her voice whispered, “I love you. Call me when you get there.” When she let her little sister go, Kes got to her feet and grabbed blindly for her bags. Lorvik helped steer her into the lift, and she pressed her face into his shoulder as she left the only home she had ever known.

He didn’t try to calm her, merely held her the entire time they were in the lift and during the loading of the shuttle.

She held his hand as the shuttle rumbled to life.

The moment that they left the surface of her home, she let the tears fall in scalding waves.


 


Two days and buckets of tears later, they were on the landing approach to the Hanushivi palace.

“Are you sure that this is the right dress?” Kes fidgeted with the folds of the gown that cost more than what she was used to spending in a year.

Lorvik smiled. “You look lovely. Every inch is appropriate. Of course, I don’t expect it to remain untouched. You have the soul of a woman of action.”

Kes gave him a tiny smile. “Is it always this warm?”

He tilted his head ruefully. “It is actually rather cool in the shuttle. We will be walking into full summer. Can you embrace heat as well as deflect cold?”

The shuttle settled on the tarmac, and she straightened her shoulders. “I guess we are going to find out.”

“That’s my girl.”

“Not yet.”

Lor stood and held his hand out to her. “Just give me time.”

She fought her nerves and got to her feet. “Let me get through today first.”

They walked together to the back of the shuttle, and the door opened with a hiss. A wave of heat rushed out and wrapped around her. Her internal heat wanted to rush out in response, but she held it back and kept her hand on Lorvik’s arm as they walked across the tarmac to the gathering of people in formal clothing. Suddenly, the fitted bodice and flowing skirt seemed to be a far better fit than she thought.

A man in a long silver robe with a staff in one hand came forward. “Your Majesty. You sent a report that you were bringing your bride to Shivi. Where is she?”

Lor smiled. “Thank you for the reminder. This is Kescu Washley, born Lyrian Aduran, to Lyrica and Jerrin Aduran. She is my intended bride and the betrothed of my childhood.” The other man cleared his throat. “Your Majesty, this woman is not Hanushivi. She cannot be the woman you are describing.” Kescu felt irritation rippling through her, and heat came after it in waves. She released Lor’s arm when she saw the fabric smoking slightly.

An older woman in an elegant gown with blue-black hair that had silvered with age stuck her nose in the air. “Your Majesty. If you want a whore, you are welcome to have one, just don’t try and dress her up as a lady. It is insulting.” Kescu took a small step back to one side and clenched her fists in an effort to control the rage that coursed through her, bringing flame in its wake.

“Lady Gornil, you will apologize to my lady.”

“I am not going to do anything of the sort, Your Majesty. Your little slut will just have to listen to the truth. I am sure that I am only the first to tell her that she is nothing more than a jumped up little freak from the outer worlds.” Kescu listened to the woman spew her hate with the brittle emotions of her own upheaval. She staggered a few feet away and turned to face Lorvik. “I am sorry. I think I am going to wreck this dress.”

Flame licked along her skin and burst from her eyes. She gasped and stood with her arms away from her sides, feet apart and her face looked toward the bright sky.

A roaring tower of flame ripped through her, destroying her gown and sending the nobles scuttling for cover.

Once the fire was loose, Kes felt relieved. She let the fire recede and stood with the breeze blowing her loose hair around her. A lightness took over her spirit as she looked over at Lorvik.

He smiled and came forward with his jacket extended.

She slipped her arms into the sleeves and smiled up at him. “Why do you look like that?”

“It seems your transformation didn’t require as much work as I had anticipated.” He pulled the sleeve of the jacket up and showed her her hand.

Gold skin with only a tiny hint of green met her gaze as she wiggled her fingers. She opened the jacket a little, and the colour change had taken place all over her body. “So, fire was what was needed to spur the reversal.” He laughed. “That or you needed to be exceptionally angry. Come with me.” He took her hand and led her to the woman who had insulted the hell out of her. “Lady Gornil, I would like to introduce you to your granddaughter. Kescu Washley, the next queen of the Hanushivi. Kes, this is Lyrica’s mother and, therefore, your grandmother. Lady Lyro Gornil.” The dark eyes and dark hair were familiar. Kes saw them in the mirror every day. “Lady Gornil. Pleased to meet you.”

“You are really the child that my daughter sent away. I mean, you couldn’t bring fire, but you were so hot that it was only a matter of time before it happened. You are really little Lyrian?” Kes sighed. “I may have been, but I was raised as Kescu. It is a good, solid Wanlio name.”

“You were raised on the cold worlds?” Lady Gornil was slowly getting closer.

“Can you think of a better place to hide a fire talent?” Kes gave her a small smile. “Now, as for your assertions that I am Lorvik’s whore… ”

“I am so sorry. I didn’t know, didn’t think you could possibly be… you.”

“I was simply going to say that a whore gets paid, and I am with him simply because I like him. What insult can you scavenge up for that?” She raised her eyebrows and challenged the woman.

Apparently, she was still irritated.

Lor was laughing, and he introduced her to Lord Henrin, the man with the sceptre and the chamberlain of the Hanushivi court when Lorvik was absent.

“Pleased to meet you, Lord Henrin. I usually wear more clothing than this.” He smiled kindly. “I will have the seamstress look into flame-retardant fabrics.”

“Thank you.”

Lorvik showed her to the others, and she inclined her head for each introduction. The ladies curtseyed to her and the lords bowed. By the time they began the walk to the palace, Kes was feeling the urge to get out of the breeze. One outer blast of heat and she felt completely at home in the weather, but the unfortunate thing was that she was cool for the first time in her life.

Lorvik held her to his side, and she huddled close. “You know, we could go back to the shuttle, and I could get some clothing.”

“This makes a statement, Kescu. Embrace it.” She laughed and kept walking, thankful that the paving was clean and easy to walk on.

The palace loomed, and with one thing off her personal checklist behind her, she was looking forward to tackling the items that were left.



Chapter Ten

In the dead of night, Kes got to her feet and crept over to the com unit. It was dawn on Wanlio 6, and if the call went through, she should be talking to her mother and sister before their day began.

When the screen flared and Kema and Eera were framed in the unit, Kes swallowed her tears.

“Hiya! Well, I made it safely here and guess what?”

Eera was looking at her with wide eyes. “You are green!”

“More golden than green, but yes. I changed colour, and Mom, you were right. A warm environment was all I needed. Whoosh. It burned my clothing off, but there was a package here from the Sector Guard with some flame-resistant clothing. A sort of welcome present.” Kema smiled. “I look forward to seeing the complete you when we come. There has always been more to you than you were able to express here.”

“I have to say, not everyone is happy to see me. My grandmother on Lyrica’s side is a complete bitch.”

Eera stared wide-eyed, and Kema calmly put her hands over Eera’s ears. “How so?”

“She called me a whore, a slut and probably thought some other nasty things about me. It was effective. I lit up like a torch.” Kescu smiled.

“Did she know who you were?”

“Nope. She knows now.”

Kema frowned. “I wish I could have been there, I would have ripped her hair out.”

“I think Eera is wondering what we are talking about. You might want to uncover her ears.” Kema sighed and took her hands off Eera’s head. “Sorry, love.”

“It’s okay. I would have kicked the lady in the knees and then slapped her face.” Her small face was screwed up in anger.

Kescu shook her head. “I see your lip reading is coming along.”

Kema groaned. “Fine, Eera, now get ready for school.”

Kes squinted at the screen, “And brush your teeth. I can see green bits from here.” Eera kissed the camera and then scampered away.

Kema looked over and leaned forward. “Now, how are you, really?”

“Nervous, unsettled and unsure. Everything I hate.” She smiled ruefully.

“You can do this, Kes. I am sure of it. Now, get back to bed.” Kema smiled and winked.

Kes shut off the screen and looked toward the adjoining door. Lor was in the king’s quarters and Kes was in the queen’s. She got to her feet with her robe wrapped around her and walked to his door.

She eased it open and stepped into the dark of his chambers. He was in his bed and unmoving, so she slowly retreated.

“Kes? What is it?” His voice was gravelly with sleep.

“I just called my mom, and I… ”

“Come here.” He sat up and flipped the other side of the bedding back.

She didn’t hesitate. She ran forward and climbed into the enormous bed, burrowing under the covers.

He wrapped her in his arms and held her close.

“It will take some getting used to, Kescu. Just let it happen.”

She reached up and put her hands behind his neck. “I have never been one to wait. Sometimes, you have to make things happen.”

Kes mentally crossed her fingers when she kissed him, and as he moved against her, taking control of a situation she knew almost nothing about, she felt relief along with a very different kind of warmth.

She stroked his shoulders, the column of his neck, the planes of his chest and worked her hands down his abdomen. While her hands worked on him, his were busy removing her robe and pushing it aside. Her sleep shirt was pulled up and over her head, and before he could kiss her again, she covered her breasts.

He pushed her hands aside, and he kissed his way down her torso, leaving her feeling less exposed and more desperate to find out what it was all leading to.

Kes stared up at him when he moved over her, and as he joined their bodies, a bit of knowledge clicked in her mind. She held on, and when her body and voice were beyond her control, she held even tighter. He groaned and slumped against her, his head pressed in the curve of her neck.

She stroked her fingers through his hair and sighed as the urge to try that again rippled inside her. She raised her leg, stroking his outer thigh with her inner thigh, and he moved his hand down to her hip, rolling to his back with her still in place.

“Sometimes, you just have to make things happen.” His hands caressed her hips, and she could feel his body flaring to life inside hers once again.

She followed his lead, and after she got the hang of the rhythm, she found that location had little to nothing to do with being able to find pleasure. When he joined her in dazed bliss, she sighed in relief.

A moment later, she was lying on his chest and he stroked her back. “Why the big sigh?”

“My policy has always been no one left behind, and for a moment, I thought you would be my first loss.”

He chuckled and threaded his fingers through her hair, lifting her for his kiss. “Never worry about me. Here, it is always ladies first.” She laughed and pressed her forehead to his.

“Good policy.”

They rearranged themselves, and he curled around her protectively as they eased into sleep.

Tomorrow, a full court would be assembled, and she was going to meet her birth parents for the first time. Surprisingly, she slept.


 


Sitting on a throne in front of a whole bunch of strangers was not the oddest thing that Kescu had ever done, but it was a bit stressful. She was wearing the clothing that the Sector Guard had sent. A lightly armoured bodysuit and a set of robes that indicated she was a Citadel novice. She had signed on to accept Lorvik’s instruction early that morning, and the status allowed her to bypass the formality of court clothing during the day.

The line of the nobles was coming to an end, but Kes still hadn’t seen the people that she came for.

“Lyrica and Jerrin Aduran.” The chamberlain introduced them, and Kes didn’t pay attention to anyone else.

Her skin tone came from Jerrin. The paler gold skin was a rarity from what Kes had seen so far.

Lyrica gave her her face and figure as well as her hair and eye colour.

Kes got to her feet. “Would you come with me, please?”

The chamberlain looked to Lorvik, but Lor was getting to his feet as well. “Give us a few moments.”

The court murmured to each other, but Kes didn’t care. She walked out to the garden and led her parents. When she was standing next to a bench, she turned and extended her hand. “I am Kescu Washley. Pleased to meet you.” Lyrica extended her hand and smiled, “Lyrica Aduran, this is my husband, Jerrin.”

“You are my parents. You sent me to Kema Washley.” Kescu held her mother’s hand with both of her own.

Lyrica swallowed. “We did.”

Jerrin had tears slowly tracking down his cheeks, and Kes did what her heart urged. She lunged forward and hugged them both at the same time. “Thank you. You picked the right mother for the job.”

All three of them cried together, spoke in blurts and cried again.

Lorvik eventually pried them apart and kept his arm around Kes as her parents tried to get a lifetime’s worth of knowledge into one moment.

Finally, he said, “Kema can answer your questions about Kescu’s dietary habits. If you will join us, we are going to sign the marriage contract today. Your child has grown into a woman of power, and I don’t just mean becoming a ruler.” To demonstrate, Kes knelt and picked up some fallen leaves and sticks from the base of the hedges. She held them in her palm, and they flared with flame before disappearing into ash. “I will need some self-control training to keep from lighting the palace on fire, but I should be in control in a few months.”

The day whirled by with the palace witnessing the marriage contract. The official wedding would wait until Kema and Eera were on Shivi, but for all intents and purposes, Kescu and Lorvik were legally wed.

At the dinner that night, Kes was wearing a formal gown and sitting between her mother and Lorvik. “Lyrica, if you could have another child now, would you?”

Lyrica looked down and fought tears. “I was sterilized after you were born.”

“I am aware. But if you could, would you?” Lyrica nodded. “I would love another child.”

“Good. I will see what I can do. There are members of the Sector Guard and Citadel who might be able to help.”

Lyrica whispered, “Do you think they would?”

“I believe that Shivi is in a position to do some negotiating. I can try, and if I can’t manage it, I am sure Kema can.”

“She is really coming here?”

“Yes. You birthed me, but she is my mom. Nothing will ever change that, just like Eera will always be my little sister. You gave me another family, but it doesn’t mean I am not grateful for you.”

“Kema Washley was the strongest woman I have ever met. I knew when your talent manifested that she was the one that would keep you safe, and she did.”

Kescu nodded. “She certainly did. She also had me working using my talent. If the building is not on fire around me, she is the reason.” The dinner continued on, and when Lorvik took her hand, kissed her wrist and stood up, it was time to retire for the evening.

Kes held Lor’s arm as they walked through the halls to their rooms. “I think it was a good day.” He smiled. “I am glad. Tomorrow, we start negotiating to allow a Citadel outpost and school for talents.”

“I know. I have just the thing I want to ask for.” She smiled smugly and imagined Lyrica and Jerrin with a child they could raise. They had missed out on her early life, but there was no reason that it had to continue that way. The Guard had a member named Reset who seemed particularly suited to healing this particular situation.

“Good. I was afraid you would be satisfied with me.”

She laughed and turned to him in the hall, holding him tight. “I am very satisfied with you. I didn’t know that they just handed you over without a qualm. Perhaps I should have asked for a pony… ”

He snorted and leaned down to kiss her. “I already have more than I asked for, so let’s get some privacy, and we can negotiate how much time you will spend talking to off-worlders while I engage in more botanical pursuits.” She scowled. “You are going to have to negotiate like a madman for me to give in to that. Perhaps we should run it on a three-month contract. That way, there would always be room for renegotiation.”

He grinned, and he swung her into his arms, carrying her to their chambers for an exhaustive session of negotiations. In the end, she agreed to deal with off-worlders if he would spend two days a week teaching Eera how to work with plants.

The next round might involve different concessions, but Kescu smiled as she lay in his arms, knowing that the next time would appear far sooner than she had imagined. Now that Lorvik was allowed to touch her, he had no inclination to stop anytime soon.

It wasn’t a sprint across the ice, but her life was taking on a new excitement, and it didn’t involve life-threatening events or time away from family.

It was literally the best of both worlds.
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