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    Chapter One


    Hydration ends in four hours and counting . . .


    A heat wave grips Oshiro Country the day after I flooded her largest city.


    The blue energy ripples across my knuckles, and then water rehydrates my cells, because even in the desert, I can never die from thirst.


    The boy in open wagon ahead looks at me for the third time in two minutes. One wrong word about what he’s seen and my sister might end up back in jail. The one thing I swore would never happen again.


    I try to shake away the energy, gripping the wagon’s reins with trembling hands. I force a pleasant mask over my face and beam at the boy, trying to appear as if I am out for a stroll, rather than in a wagon train with Old Order followers, using my water gift to help my sister survive.


    He squirms on the seat and then tugs at the chambray sleeve of the man seated beside him. In response, the man thumbs up his black hat, bends to listen, then ruffles the boy’s hair—and then peers over his right shoulder to stare. It isn’t the first time men in this wagon train have looked me over. His gaze lifts to my upswept hair, roves lower to my white lace blouse, and then sweeps back up again to meet my eyes. Eventually his gaze drifts to my sister, but at the sight of the water flask in her hands, his grin dies.


    Sweat beads my upper lip. Why had I been so hasty in refilling her canister? The blue is there; it’s wrong to never use it on anyone but myself.


    “Tori, they’re staring,” Maybelle whispers, her voice sounding hoarse. She coughs, a dry, hacking bark and doubles over, helpless. Finally, she lifts the flask, drinking greedily. She swipes her neck on her dusty cap sleeve. Sweat drips down her arms, pooling inside her elbow.


    I glance at the man and his jaw drops. A glazed look invades his eyes. He squeezes them shut, then opens them again to stare at her flask. May has water when no one else has drunk in days. He swings back around to face the front, but by the tight set of his shoulders that won’t be the last of it. His fingers come up and touch the long rifle across his lap.


    “Sweet universe.” I tremble, leaning down to her ear. “May . . .”


    “What?” she whispers.


    “Offer it to them. Let them drink from your canister. They have guns. All of them have guns.” The Old Order followers are too thirsty. And if anyone decides to shoot May when my back is turned, none of them will live through the day. I might kill the entire wagon train, not to mention what I can do to the planet itself.


    I trained as a water healer, but in every town I move into, people die.


    “Greed,” Nana had told me. “Count on it like the sun rising. But what is given in one hand can also be taken away.”


    How right she was. I look at the flame tattoo on my shoulder, slightly visible through my lacy sleeve. Heavens, how much I miss her. Two months, that’s all May and I had with our grandmother.


    After Nana died, we were kidnapped by mercenaries and sold to the Oshiro Country government. Food and a roof over our heads were vastly preferable to belonging to mercenaries on an outlier planet. That was . . . until the government decided to turn my gift into a weapon to make other countries suffer. When I chose not to comply, they subjected Maybelle to torture.


    “But it’s empty,” May complains, handing me the container. She heaves her frail body against the side of the wagon, her gaze on the expanse of barren land. Sunlight glints off her blonde hair, the hot wind flipping strands over her bony shoulders.


    Gusts scour the desert terrain of Oshiro Country, sweeping dirt onto the wagon’s smaller wheels and flinging particles across our skirts. Grime coats every part of my body and the borrowed, threadbare walking dress.


    Our escape from Oshiro began with the deputy begging me to stop the rising floodwaters in return for our freedom—and then ended with a trip across town in insane heat, trying to beat the inland tsunami. We caught a wagon, rescued two horses from the swollen river, and then we met up with the Old Order followers at the outskirts of town. The terrain changed from a few sparse trees to barren wasteland. I wore a white hospital gown, basic slippers, and a location tag on my wrist. Those feeble plastic trackers cannot stand the kind water pressure I can produce.


    Suspicion had lined their faces. They ran from soldiers invading their replenished farm lands; we ran from townspeople who wanted Undine blood.


    Another hacking cough from Maybelle makes me tilt my head to scan her body.


    My little sister’s skin shimmers. Layer one and skin dissolves; layer two and I see past her bones, capillaries, and veins, deeper into cells that were once vibrantly thick-walled and content. The area outside her cells undulates with a gentle push of water rehydrating vital organs.


    Hydration ends in three hours and fifty minutes.


    Memories flood in of my old master leaning over complex screens and tanks, testing my accuracy upon living organisms and then announcing in a very dry, calculating voice the assessors were coming to the facility to test my skills again. At least after May’s first drink, the burn under my skin eases to a slight prickle.


    A shout reverberates in the air, and I’m thrust out of x-ray sight. But the image of May’s physical body collapses, turning x-ray again.


    Finally, her real appearance holds. Her lips moisten, transforming from a cracked white to rosy pink, but her skin doesn’t regain its former elasticity. She stares at me with sunken eyes. Her rapid, deep breathing is a countdown to shock, a weak pulse, and then a coma.


    She tucks her legs beneath her thighs, her tiny soles ringed with dirt and sunburn, but she keeps her gaze on the tumbleweeds in the distance. “I wish Mum and Dad were here. Why did Nana have to die so fast?”


    My mouth is slow to work, and I rub my forehead. I can’t tell May it’s because mercenaries wanted to sell me, that our mother and step-father dying is all my fault. “You know she said every night that if she ever left us, she had things to do in Heaven.” My heart squeezes. “Pull your skirt over your feet, Maybelle. They’re burning.”


    “What’s that man going to do?” she whispers. “The one who saw me drink?”


    “Hopefully nothing,” I murmur. “The next time the blue comes, I’ll refill the canister and leave it where he can see.”


    “My stomach hurts.”


    “I know you’ve said no the last couple of days, but we can trade my water.” I cast her a side glance, noticing her small hand over her belly. “I can trade the others for something to eat.”


    “No, I don’t want food.”


    Her words make the bottom drop out of my world. My training sometimes consisted of discovering how long human beings can last without air, water, and food.


    The few packets of pumpkin seeds I’d snatched from the sheriff’s office had lasted two days. I’ve been empty for four, Maybelle for two. Agony eats at my gut once or twice a day, in paroxysms so strong I can’t sit straight. Then the pain magically disappears, and my body adjusts to nothing. If Maybelle doesn’t want food, then her body is eating at itself, and if we don’t reach a settlement soon, those hunger pangs will see her dead.


    A groan forces my eyes up; the boy’s gaze has settled on Maybelle again. He licks his lips, and as his neck wilts like a dying flower, a hank of hair falls over his burnt forehead.


    His x-ray body kicks into my sight. His brain, two hemispheres, heart, lungs, kidneys. I gasp at the state of his internals. Organ failure in twenty-four hours.


    “He’s dying.” My nostrils flare, and I mindlessly thrust my hand toward him, but I can’t free it. Oh, when did May grab my fingers? I can’t live with a child on my conscience. I tremble with the force of my frustration. “May,” I growl. “Let go. He’s dying.”


    Tears drip onto my cheeks, chest heaving in and out, sick from the heat. With a yank, I tear free of her grasp. My right hand lifts up, fingers spread toward him, ready to pulse water into his system. Repair the damage. Save his life. Save us all.


    “No, sis,” May says, her words holding despair. “You can’t. They’ll tell,” she whispers into the desert air, still not looking at me. “You need to wait.”


    “I can tell them, show them how . . .”


    “That’s never worked,” May rasps as though talking is painful. “They never stay quiet. They trade you for money. And when they take us, they’ll hurt me again. Wait until no one can see.”


    More tears spill to my cheeks, and I look down at my clenched fists, feel the sharp prick of nails burrowing into my palms, banking the power. The blue is too bright, too noticeable. Not many understand, and they react out of fear. My assistance can only lead to more deaths. “When I knew you were being tortured, I couldn’t control . . . May, I didn’t mean to flood them.”


    “I know.” Her tiny hand touches my leg. “They don’t.”


    *


    I nudge Maybelle’s shoulder. “Wake up, bub. We’ve stopped.”


    “Why?” she murmurs, rubbing her eyes and then nestling further into a crook where the side of the wagon joins the seat. Damp curls cling to her bright red cheeks. “Are we there yet?”


    “No, I’m not sure what’s going on. Looks like something else.” I shake her shoulder with care, although an itch spikes at my every nerve. “Wake up. I won’t leave you here by yourself. One of the walking men says we should have reached a town by now. We might have been misdirected.” I quail at the idea of the government knowing our every step, leading us into a trap. I can’t put it past them to kill the vegetation so I have to use my gift to live.


    The horses pant and neigh, lifting their heads as sweat pours from their necks. I rub my hands with hard jerks against the sick sensation creeping along my skin.


    “Mis-directed?” Her tongue stumbles over the word. “What’s going on?” She finally notices my distress. “Your skin itches again?” Worry clouds her voice. “It’s not . . . him, is it?”


    The boy still watches me, and I scan his body in mere seconds. “No, he has a little while longer.” Emphasis on the little. “It’s safer if we stick together. I want to see.” I crane my neck to look past the wagons lined up and stop myself from rubbing my arms.


    Maybelle mutters again, nods. I jump down, and a cloud of dust whirls around my boots. I stride to her side of the wagon and then sweep her into my arms. Evaporated sweat tacks the old, pink dress to her tiny back. Her nape stinks of bitter sweat and dirt, but I carry her light body toward the congregation forming at the head of the wagon train.


    At least ten men sit astride their horses, scouts riding in front to ensure the safety of the wagons. Their chambray shirts reek, the colour dark blue as though they’d gone swimming. The matrix of bodies tingle at my awareness, and I close my eyes, finding all the empty spaces. A lower density—areas with less vibration and zero water. Bursts of power whip against my skin, tendrils of pain begging for relief. My vision skids out of proportion and instantly x-rays.


    Fifty people’s internal organs jump into focus. I gaze at all the other hearts beating rapidly around mine. Too rapidly. Black, grey, white, monochrome, and then translucent. Ba-boom, ba-boom. Lungs breathing shallowly. Liver, spleen, and kidneys struggling. Tongues glued to the roofs of mouths, lips sticky while sweat beads in a constant roll down their foreheads as their otherwise healthy bodies die from thirst.


    But one is sicker than most.


    I see you.


    I slip around the group, nearing the source until my skin stings. I groan in pain, walking to the rear of a covered wagon and then set May on the ground. “Keep watch.”


    She nods, hanging onto the wagon, sneaking glances around the side. “No one’s there,” she whispers.


    I flip up the canvas, and my teeth clench as I grasp the ankle nearest the opening. I press my fingers against the wrinkled skin. Energy bursts through my system, too long suppressed. Yes. Control is paramount, I need to carefully filter in how much water his body can deal with because too much and he will drown. From the narrow feel of his bone and the looseness of his skin, it’s one of the elders. His x-ray appears as bones and white smudges to me until I see the cool blue snaking up his ankle, leg—and, finally, seeping into his torso.


    A woman’s harsh cries jolts me back to reality, and my sight returns to normal. I breathe out, startled to find the fierce itch doesn’t fade from my skin. Which means one thing. Death.


    From my earlier look, fifty percent of the wagon train will be gone in the next day and a half. Wonderful. Astrakhan, my old master’s voice echoes in my mind. Again your assessment is accurate.


    Sometimes I don’t like being right. The memory of sterile rooms and lush habitats contrast acutely to my surroundings.


    I gather up Maybelle again, trying to get to whoever is next before someone spots me.


    The wagon master directs the horses to one side of the wagon train, striding to an old man slumped across the front seat of a rickety, old wagon. His body flows over the edge, arms limp and stretched out. Two men climb into the wagon, heft up the body, while other men wait on the ground to receive him.


    I swallow and flick my glance to the side, trying to hold back tears. “I didn’t make it.”


    Why do the Old Order followers refuse to use hovercrafts for transport? We might have reached a safe settlement by now, and the knowledge I must be grateful for the clothes they have given us is no panacea to the helplessness and guilt gripping me.


    “Heatstroke,” someone nearby whispers. “Everyone thought he slept.”


    No . . . not everyone. There were two. Two.


    “Why are you shaking? What’s wrong?” Maybelle asks.


    My heart thunders, and I push against the crown of May’s head, settling her face back into my neck. I don’t want her to see a dead man, his blistered face, dishevelled hair, and dirt-smothered clothes.


    She still can’t sleep at night, waking with a wild shriek, babbling about men with sharp knives and sharper faces who want to make her bleed. Enclosed spaces make her scream—hence, the open wagon.


    The hopelessness of it all threatens to crush the little faith left within me.


    “Why are you crying?” she asks.


    “Don’t look, May.” My voice wobbles. I can’t save them all. Oh, Nana, I pray, this is all my fault. Please watch over us.


    Someone produces a shovel and thrusts it into the topsoil, right in the middle of the path. More men join in on the task, making quick work. They lower the body into the shallow grave and cover him with dirt. A hot box. Someone lines the grave with stones, though they trudge in slow movements due to the heat.


    I hiccup and stagger back to our wagon, panting. The man with the rifle who rode ahead of us steps into my path, and the stench of his sweating body wrinkles my nose. I stop, suck in a shallow breath and meet his eyes. Brown, coffee bean-coloured eyes greet mine, holding keen knowledge and determination. The sun glints off his hair, turning the strands a light strawberry colour as if it can’t decide between red and blond.


    He lifts the gun and opens his mouth to speak, but when another man shouts, he hesitates and lowers the rifle.


    I exhale a low breath of relief.


    Maybelle lifts her head, staring at him.


    Another call from the men and he blinks, stepping aside. The legends of those who participate in the wagon train note they lay their dead to rest in their path immediately upon death. It is a sacred time where all men must participate. If others venture the same way, the path will be blessed. The person’s spirit ensures safe passage. For a moment, I wonder how many graves our horses trample over on this planet.


    “More water,” Maybelle whispers so softly her warm breath sounds like the hum of a small bird. I can’t tell if it’s her tears or sweat pooling against my neck. “My tummy hurts.” She sounds bewildered.


    Sweat bursts from my back, like tiny spiders dancing across my skin. A hundred little legs trickling along my spine and legs. I make it to the carriage and slump against the front, heaving her into the seat. Finally, I look around for suspicious eyes, especially the boy’s. Nothing. Good.


    Heart racing, I cup her cheek with one hand and hold the canister with the other. I want to tend to her mouth, flush the cells in her face, and then give the flask to the man. Some instinct razes up along the base of my neck until my hair stands on end. I swallow dryly, mouth sticky, and then look at the boy who stops a short distance away, staring at us intently.


    His body knows, that’s all. Astrakhan tested the ability for sentient beings to scout for a water source. The itch crowds my skin. I grimace, leaning into my sister to kiss her cheek. “Sorry.” Regret fills the word. “I can’t right here, bub. If they see the blue . . .” I whisper against her ear. “You’re right. Remember what happened last time. The time before that . . .”


    I rest my forehead against hers, and our sweaty noses slip against each other. Tears leak helplessly down my cheeks.


    She shoves her thumb into her quivering mouth with a high keen of distress and sucks the digit like it’s a teat to a cold water bottle. Her knees rise to her chest, and she curls to one side, closing her eyes.


    “That boy saw me before. He’s looking now,” I whisper. “His father has a gun. If he shoots, they all could. I don’t want to hurt anymore people. We can’t travel across the desert if they shoot you or our horses.”


    Her eyes pop open, and she frowns, her hand slipping around my neck as she nestles her cheek against mine for a kiss.


    Too lethargic to answer back, she sinks against me, and I press another kiss to her cheek.


    The boy frowns and turns away, heading back to his own wagon ahead of ours.


    The wagon train starts again, ambling for the direction of the hills but stops just before nightfall, making a wide circle for safety. I go through the routine of laying out the coarse blankets over the front seat, but an idea comes to me so suddenly I freeze.


    Solutions, my master intones gravely, are everywhere. It is your job as a water healer to find them.


    The hard rest on my side doesn’t bother me; I prefer it rather than having my sister sleep elsewhere. I need to watch over her. In so many ways, I am her only anchor in this world, and she is mine. The Old Order followers must know this.


    I pull Maybelle over to my side. “Complain about sleeping here. Loudly enough so the others hear you. Say your back hurts,” I whisper furiously. “Don’t give up until we’re sleeping on the ground. I have an idea.”


    Maybelle stares at me, her large blue-grey eyes blank and confused.


    “Go on,” I whisper. “Be loud. Angry. Really angry, May. Let out that anger you have about what they did to you in jail. If you complain about sleeping here, we’ll drink. You’ll save them all.”

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Hydration ends in thirty minutes . . .


    “Okay, if that’s what you want,” Maybelle whispers, her brow furrowing.


    “It is. But we don’t have a lot of time . . .” I hold up a hand and then rub my upper arms. I can’t stop my nails from digging into my shoulders or catch my breath. The borrowed corset feels like giant hands squeezing my ribs. “Sweet universe, why did they have to give me these clothes? First, I need to refill your water flask. Hold on . . .” I mutter, lifting my long skirt and hurrying back over the dusty ground to retrieve her canister from the wagon.


    Maybelle won’t have enough energy if she doesn’t have more water to support essential cell function. Heart failure will be the result, rather than helping me save the Old Order followers in the wagon train from dehydration.


    The metal canister is so hot, the tin burns my fingers, but I don’t have the time to wait. I grasp it and shove my hand under the blanket, hoping no one notices the odd bulge. The pretence of brushing off dirt from the coarse blanket with my left hand gives me the opportunity to hook my index finger at the top of the opening, spilling the energy down. The release stings a little at first, and then pressure floods the tip of my finger, and my hand throbs.


    At the feel of liquid on my fingernail, I screw on the lid and then edge my pinkie out of the blanket, looking for more traces of blue on my skin. None. I sigh and pass Maybelle the drink. “Leave some for the boy,” I remind her. “He doesn’t have long.”


    She unscrews the cap, rests the lip against her mouth with trembling hands and then tips back her head. Her throat works convulsively with each swallow, and she wipes her mouth and then sighs with satisfaction. “That’s so good. Warm but wet.” She looks up, then her gaze flicks to the right of me. Her gaze slides back to mine in an unspoken message.


    I stiffen and nod, hoping the water gives her enough energy to walk over to the back of the wagon as though nothing is out of the ordinary. She places the flask in plain view. I close my eyes, wondering who stands there. The gap is intense, but the vibrations cover a smaller area. The boy. I smile.


    Maybelle’s x-ray image is all I can see on her return. Her thin, tiny bones and accelerated heartbeat. I swallow, tilting my head to look deeper, past bones and her kidneys to permeable cell membranes to gauge her plasma levels. The extracellular fluid is slowly being absorbed.


    Excellent, Astrakhan would say in his shrewd manner, ticking a box on the ever-present clipboard. Always rehydrate to ensure the patient’s cells accept the rate of absorption. If water rushes in, the cells swell and may burst.


    How many plants exploded before I learnt that?


    Hydration ends in six hours. Maybe just enough time.


    “What do you see?” she asks, brushing a hank of limp hair from her dusty face.


    Maybelle’s real image superimposes over the monochrome. But her sunburnt face is a frequency that doesn’t hold. I blink, and my tongue glues to the roof of my mouth. Heat plays around with my sight—making it extra sensitive; the more people around me who are thirsty, the more I see in x-ray. I need to drink if I want to avoid my body erupting into blue in the middle of an Oshiro desert. The government had never seen it before and thought an exclusion vessel in the middle of the river would be enough to stop the blue last time. They manufactured the cylindrical, clear walls to never break, but then the scientists never tested the structure against the weight of ice.


    “Tori?” My sister stands there, utterly still in her grimy dress. “What do you see?”


    The real May appears; knotty blonde hair, elfin features smeared with dust, and eyes shining like sad, hungry beams. I reach down and hold out my hand. She puts her little fingers in my palm, using her other hand to grasp my shoulder. I help her board the wagon. “Your body is rehydrating,” I whisper. “Now I need you to pretend like I said. Be angry. We have to move fast. You will help save them all, May.”


    She nods, shakes free of my grip, sits on the bench seat, and then stands. When she sits again and leans back, she cries out, “This seat is too hard and small, Tori!” Her voice carries across the dry air in a high shriek, and meagre tears well in her eyes. Her tiny hands ball into fists. “I don’t want to sleep here anymore, it’s terrible.”


    I stop organising the blanket, stand up, and stare at her. “This is—all we have, May.” I waggle my hand in front of my chest in a silent signal to add more.


    “No!” she protests in a childish scream, loud enough to shatter glass. She rises, stomps her foot and crosses her arms, her greasy hair in sweaty tangles. “I won’t do it. You can’t make me. My sides are too sore.”


    Several heads swing our way, and one of the older women ambles over to our wagon because that’s how people do most things when there isn’t enough water to keep their limbs functioning. She stops about a foot away from me. “Do you need help?” she asks. “The heat is difficult today. What with losing someone this afternoon.”


    I nod. “I think it’s okay, thanks.” I turn back to my sister. “It’s hard and hot, May.” My voice is low and sympathetic. “But we have no other choice here. The blankets help, don’t they? The back of the wagon is comfortable enough.”


    Her lower lip trembles, and real suffering reflects in her blue-grey eyes. She grabs the blanket, and in a fit of rage, she flings it over the side of the wagon and onto the dirt. Her chin tilts forward, and she growls low in her throat, menace firing across her gaze. “I said I won’t. That means no.”


    Oh, May, I think with pride. These people’s lives hang in your hands.


    The woman nears the wagon, but her dark, full skirts stop her from closing the distance to my sister. “There’s no softer place, sweetheart,” the woman says. “We have to make do. Everyone’s going crazy from this heat. Would you like something to eat? I can take you back to my wagon, and we’ll sit around the gas lamp.”


    “No!” May screams again, and the woman slaps hands over her ears at the sound. May leaps to the ground, hefts up her dress amongst the dust, and then bolts into the vast emptiness of the Oshiro desert in bare feet.


    “Hell.” I stare, raising my hand to shade my eyes. Where the heck is she heading? I cup my mouth in a mock loudspeaker. “May!” I scream into the distance. “Come back here.”


    “Get her, Lawrence!” the woman shouts to the wagon master. “She’ll die out there for sure. She’s just a little girl.”


    The wagon master turns his horse and gallops after her. It takes a few seconds for my legs to move. Shock, I guess. It’s a spot of genius for May to run. She will make a terrific actress if we ever make it to a planet where she can live a normal life without being used as pressure point for my compliance.


    The wagon master sweeps her up onto his horse, but she beats at his shoulders, screaming she doesn’t want to sleep on the hard seat anymore, it hurts too much, and her bones ache. Then when he just grips her tighter, holding her still, she ceases her struggles and cries.


    Part of my heart bleeds. I suppress the tears heating my eyes because they will be a tell-tale sign I am not as parched as the rest. I can never die of thirst.


    “Anyone got a shovel?” I ask, turning around, unsurprised to see about ten people watching May throw a hissy fit. I don’t care what anyone thinks of us. My goal is to save them all from death—what I have trained to do, whatever it takes.


    “It’s not that bad, is it?” an old man jokes, but he winks and saunters over to his wagon then pulls out a shovel. “What you plannin’ on doin’?”


    “Softening the soil. It’s too compacted here.” I look up as the wagon master who holds Maybelle nears our wagon. “See, May, I’ll get this ground softer and then with the blanket it will be better than the seat or the back of the wagon. How does that sound?” I climb from the front, but rather than going to May, I head for the man with the shovel.


    I just hope they believe me, though some followers look at me oddly. How can laying on the dirt, in the wind, be more comfortable than the hard planks in the protection of the wagon? May is my reason. I do what she wants.


    May nods, pressing her face into the man’s shoulder. He awkwardly pats her back. A different man grabs another shovel. “I’ll help. What can I do?”


    “Help me dig up a six-by-four area, and mix up the dirt until it resembles a fine crumble,” I say.


    “Well, if you must. It’ll be better deeper into the ground,” the woman beside me says. “Remove the hard clumps. The child is tired anyway.”


    I set to work, my entire body dripping with sweat. My muscles burn, throat splintering like dried mud. An icy sensation chills my toes. “I have to stop,” I groan, rubbing the corner of my sleeve against my forehead. Before the blue aura envelopes my skin, revealing who I am. And who I’m not.


    If the Old Order followers find out what I am and decide to leave us in the desert without transportation, the officials will track them down and then come for us, as it will take forever to find a settlement. I can’t take the risk.


    “Let me,” another man offers, taking the shovel from my grasp. He jams the spade into the dirt and then plants a boot on the edge, leveraging through the compact ground.


    “Thank you so much.” I smile up at him in gratitude, mopping my brow as the two men dig an area, the exact size I need. They attack the larger clumps, crushing most to dust in their strong hands.


    “Is that far enough?” one of the men asks.


    I nod. “Yes.”


    The woman turns, calling out to my sister, “Have a look at this, May. Try out your new bed. Look how much trouble we’ve gone to.”


    I grab the blanket, shake off the loose dirt and then spread the cover flat across the ground. “We won’t exactly be out of the wind, but this is the best we can do. May, come and have a look.”


    Darkness falls to the point where everyone’s actions look filtered through a grey lens. Maybelle nods, and the wagon master sets her on the ground. She walks toward me, then holds my hand. Her skin is clammy and soft with the effort of our pretend argument. Some men trudge back to their wagons in preparation for the long night ahead where temperatures can drop close to freezing. I silently thank my lucky stars I met up with Old Order followers who are kind to strangers. Their kindness will help save their lives.


    I shake the wagon master’s hand; he touches the edge of his hat in response. Then I turn to the woman. “Thank you for helping,” I say. “You are too kind.”


    She smiles, but her eyes remain guarded. “No problem, love. Some children don’t live longer than a few years here,” she says. “Keep a close watch on her. Hopefully, we’ll soon find the settlement. My name’s Angie. If you need anything else, call out.”


    “I will. Thank you again.” I can’t help the twist in my heart as I wonder how many children she has lost to give such advice. I get the feeling she believes this will be May’s last night. It’s an inescapable truth that if you don’t have a strong constitution on the outskirts of Oshiro, you are here and gone faster than superluminal velocity.


    I’d been full of horror during my trips to tiny, barren communities, when the hovercraft would fly past quiet villages, looking for the best location for the construction of extraction wells. The dead were laid on the ground out the front of their mud brick homes, all the young and the old. The vulnerable. I wanted to save them, but the government wouldn’t let me, and May’s life rested on my ability to discover new water tables, influence the flow of water, and rebuild the river. It is no longer enough to be thankful my life isn’t like theirs—we are all in this together. Two years as a prisoner with the Oshiro government taught me that.


    You spill more when your emotions get involved, Astrakhan always warned. That needs to stop.


    As she ambles away in her one-piece dark dress and long sleeves, I hold a fist to my heart. Angie must be dying in this heat. My vision kicks into x-ray, but I don’t need it to, and it only emphasises how different I am to everyone else. I see a tall skeleton: white, grey, and black. The interplay of muscles, the perfection of human design. But these people need my help.


    I kneel onto the fibrous blanket, tug Maybelle down, hug her thin body, kiss her cheek, and then snuggle close to her back as we rest our heads on the lumpy ground. “You were wonderful, angel,” I whisper into her ear. “Go to sleep now. I have it from here on out.”


    “Love you, sis.” She ensures some part of her skin touches mine and inserts her thumb into her mouth.


    “Love you, too, bub.” I lie there, listening to everyone pack up for the night. No one is cooking—there is nothing left, and in Old Order tradition, they share everything anyway.


    Sleep claims my sister all at once, sweeping her away.


    The soft glow of gas lamps and the chatter of family groups intersperse the quiet. The night air grows cooler, and I wrap the edges of the blanket around our legs, pressing my body heat against Maybelle’s back.


    I wait until the sky above me is an inky black. Stars creep across the heavens, brilliant white dots in swirling constellations. I stare in silent amazement; eventually, the entire sky becomes a giant dome of sparkles—so magnificent and beautiful, it is a challenge to take it in all at once. I missed this in the Oshiro government’s underground self-sufficient city. May and I never saw the stars while locked away in the cargo hull of the mercenaries’ spaceship for one month, either. Learning the stars meant finding a way out.


    Some of the larger and brighter ones are planets that much I do know—Tachyon with its wealth of glamorous cities, and Civ 6, an interstellar trade planet with worse terrain than the planet I am already on.


    Detera is a rough planet with its vast empty spaces and little water, precisely the reason the government paid such a high price for my abduction.


    I don’t have to stay here and neither does May, but I can at least help these people find safety and shelter before we go. I lift my arm so my head rests on the curve of my shoulder, and my hand falls over the edge of the blanket.


    I automatically make a claw of my fingers, digging my hand into the rough soil, deep enough so no one will see the blue flash crawl across my skin.


    A memory plays in full colour of the times with Astrakhan on my lush home planet of Echyion. One of our trips outside the sterile facility, when the sun made his voice tinnier than usual, and I laughed as I reached deep into rich soil right beneath a dying flower. How young I’d been, pulling water closer to the surface, breaking through water tables until the roots grew damp. I feel a century has passed since then, when it’s only been over two years.


    In the facility, lines of potted plants would fill the multitudes of greenhouses. Tables upon tables of experiments, and each time my hand left the black soil, crumbs stuck to my fingers, but no one ever saw any blue. The energy grew under the soil, and Astrakhan would ask how long the plant might survive with no other help. My assessment noted, he would move me onto the next specimen, and the next, and the next.


    Wrist-deep in the soil in Oshiro Country on planet Detera, dirt fills my nails, and the tremble starts in my toes, as it always does when I call for higher amounts of energy. With my training, I can concentrate the power in my hand. Pain spikes beneath the surface of my skin until I shiver.


    May moans and shifts closer to me. Tremors shake my chest. I try to steady my breaths to keep up the pretence of sleep. Pins and needles roar in my head, but I direct the energy underground, not too far away. I drop everything from my mind, forcing the energy to move from my toes and into my hand. Then instead of looking for space, I search for a certain type of density and release the blue to scout for groundwater flow.


    The energy matrix is different to land. Water undulates, moves in a distinct way. Detera whispers to me the last time since it has rained. Even with the flood, she is so thirsty. Years and years of drought upon drought. Prickles explode under my skin, and my hand throbs with the energy tingling in my fingertips while I concentrate on finding the nearest water table.


    More energy coalesces in my ankles, moving up my legs and tingling past my hips to shoot up my arm. My fingertips buzz and pulse with pressure.


    There. I suck in a breath. Oh, it’s so beautiful.


    Water saturates the soil, filtering around fractures in rock formations, pushing for a way through and up. The knowledge of the water makes my skin explode with prickles.


    Hello, I found you. Come to me.


    I am about to lift my hand to scratch when the soft press of boots graze across the ground and crunch upon loose rocks. The footsteps close in where May and I sleep, then suddenly stop. I bottle off the energy. My hand aches, and I want to scratch the insane itch along my shoulders, but I set my teeth against the pain. My chest rises and falls too fast to be asleep. I just can’t get the breathing pattern right.


    My heart drums, as though it might leap from my chest.


    Whoever it is stays for long minutes where the only sound is the soft draw and exhale of their breath. I reach my senses toward them, greeting the water in their body like an old friend. Male. Eager. Not enough electrolytes. Thirsty. May doesn’t stir, and I let my mind drift into his cells. If he grabs for May . . . I fight back the urge to open my eyes and see the face of the man who dares to watch us. Has he seen the blue?


    Impossible, my mind tells me. I’ve taken the effort to hide beneath the soil. Eventually, after what feels like a lifetime, his footsteps retreat over to our wagon. The soft crinkle of paper and clank of metal tells me he’s hunting for Maybelle’s water canister.


    The boy’s father, perhaps?


    I still don’t open my eyes. The fault lands squarely on my shoulders, and I worry at my bottom lip. I didn’t help the last time by refilling her canister without checking the boy might be watching.


    What will happen if someone steals her canister? I’ll have nothing to fill up again. What will I do then? My heart pounds at the thought of my sister going without when I have the ability to ease her thirst. I force my lungs to take in air in slow, rhythmic breaths. Sucking in little bits at a time no matter how much my lungs burn. Then the footsteps fade into nothing, and my chest aches with the need to suck in oxygen, but I can’t. Not yet. The sound will be too loud in the silence.


    The pressurised energy roils and bubbles beneath my skin, becoming an itch so bad my gums swell. Sure that the man has left, I release the energy again, and it flares into the soil, sharp as lightning toward the aquifer. The edge bites, and I moan, fighting back a cry of pain. I purse my lips, breathing out slow, then press my mouth into May’s shoulder to silence any sound.


    In. Out. Again, I breathe through my nose. Tears trickle down my face, dampening May’s thin dress. My fingers sizzle, but I urge the deeper parts of the confined aquifer past the impermeable rock to the surface.


    Hopefully, I can make an artesian well just at the start of the hills, and give the Old Order followers a new place to resettle.


    The water seeps up to me, and my arm numbs. That’s what I get for trying to hold it back. My face fills with electric points of ice, then I open my eyes, and the stars blur at the edges, becoming a bright haze. Cold air flows into my lungs. Over there; I direct the water up a downward grade and not too far away between the hills. Groundwater rushes to the surface, and I tuck my chin to my chest, groaning.


    Sweat drips from my forehead, chilling in the desert breeze. When the density sits at the surface of the land, it feels like my cells drain of their essence, and I slump against the blanket. I withdraw my hand from the soil, and the soft raze of my thumb along my nails confirms them as ragged shreds.


    I lean into my little sister, finding comfort in the way my hand presses over the top of hers.


    The Old Order followers will think the water in the distance is a mirage. When they discover it isn’t, hopefully they’re too happy to ask questions.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Blood-curdling screams pierce my sleep.


    I jerk awake, reaching out for my little sister, but I can’t find her beside me. “May, it’s okay. Come closer to me.” Consciousness kicks in at once with desert warmth hot on its heels. “It’s only a nightmare,” I try to soothe her while rubbing my eyes. “No one’s here who can hurt you, bub. Remember, we’re not in there anymore.”


    She often wakes up screaming at odd times of the night or early morning, suffering from nightmares. I take a shallow breath of Oshiro’s dry air, rolling taut points of my body from last night’s water-healing.


    The sun-baked ground warms the coarse blanket under my hands. The day seems too hot to do anything but find a shady spot. However, I can’t see the Old Order followers delaying once they discover the water. A thumping pain squeezes my right temple, but I roll toward my little sister and then pat the blanket once, twice. She’s not there at all.


    I open my gritty eyes and shout, “May!” while getting to my feet, disorientated.


    Dry winds blow the scent of dirt, dust, and horseflesh across the ground, making it difficult to breathe. I can’t properly make out what I’m seeing, but the wagon train is in an uproar, and I squint against the light.


    Scouts break through the circle to the centre in a sharp line, and their horses’ hooves kick up even more dust. A spray of tiny rocks spatter my skirt, stinging my skin. I cough, wiping my mouth with my fist as I turn away.


    In the drifting clouds, the wagon master shouts orders to the scouts, lifts his rifle to the sky, aims, and then fires. A shockwave of sound explodes from the sky, and my ears burn. The sound isn’t from the guns but something else. Warm wetness pools in the shells, dripping from my lobes to my neck. Frantic women grab their screaming children, dragging them into the wagons, trying to calm the horses enough to drive away.


    Blood drips from my nose. “May?” I call shrilly, looking around, but the images around me don’t hold, and my head wobbles. Tightness squeezes my chest. My stomach sits in my mouth. “Where are you?”


    She emerges from the dust cloud on my left, her hair bedraggled, pink dress filthy and ripped, but thankfully all in one piece. Her lips move. She must be talking, but a high-pitched whine rings in my ears.


    I shake my head, point to my ears, reaching for her the same time she grabs my shoulders. “Are you okay?” I ask, although I can’t hear myself speak. “What’s going on?”


    She keeps talking and shakes me so hard; I have to hang on to her skinny hips. “Tori, I’m scared. Wake up. They’re here. Get up. They found us.” Finally her voice breaks through, and the desperation on her face shatters my heart.


    I go to grab her hand just as a huge black shadow sweeps across the cracked ground and blocks out the sun. I stiffen, looking up at the object, but hot wind sweeps down, and I lift my arm to shield my face. The blanket flies up, drifting away. Fine grit needles my skin and dress. Another jet of hot air blasts us. In horror, I let my gaze follow the sharp ridges along the underside of the dark grey ship. A slow electrical charge hums in the space, vibrating atoms in the air. The craft’s pointed front end slices through the blue sky, like a menacing blade with sunlight a liquid line at its edges.


    “On three!” the wagon master hollers. The scouts lift their rifles to the sky. “One, two, three.” Numerous gunshots explode. An acute ringing fills in my ears, and I crash to my knees.


    My hair uncoils, tumbling across my shoulders. “May!” I scream in a hoarse voice over the sound of women, children, and the scouts’ gunshots. A strange, fierce trembling invades my limbs. “We have to outrun them, or their sound defence will kill us.”


    I push through the pain, sweep May off her feet, sprinting into another dust cloud toward our horses, but my legs feel all disjointed and funny. I’m still in the grip of the ship’s sound defence and can’t seem to get my bearings or make it to the wagon’s stay chains and stretcher to free the horses.


    Scouts fire, and another boom explodes in the air. I land on my knees. Pain flares up my kneecaps and my hips, and then Maybelle tumbles out of my arms. The next sonic boom is louder, and I clap my hands over my ears, groaning. Tears streak through the grime coating May’s face, and she bends over, crying.


    The sounds arc in a repeating loop. Blood drips from my nose onto the dirt. Maybelle lies on her side in a ball. The sound paralyses our bodies, but the horses rear back and kick their front legs, tossing off riders to bolt into the empty desert.


    Finally, the sounds die.


    The crushing ache vanishes in my head, and I crawl toward May, pressing her tiny body against mine as we breathe in dirt particles. My heart races so fast I want to be sick. Blood coats my hands, and my stomach cramps from hunger pains. I haven’t eaten in five days, but I slide an arm under May’s knees and arms, finding the strength to carry her.


    “Victoria Undine,” a metallic voice bellows from the ship’s public address system. “This is the acting president of the Oshiro Country government. You are hereby ordered to surrender immediately. If you choose not to do so, we will be compelled to use extreme force.”


    Like I am a desert fly they forgot to squash. “May,” I cry, pressing my lips against her cheek. “They’ll keep using the sound if I don’t go. Find another wagon. Go with Angie, the woman who helped us. They won’t hurt you. There’s water at the start of the hills.”


    “No.” May shakes her head frantically, pressing both knees to her chin, her arms wrapped around her legs. “No, I want to stay with you,” she pleads. “Tori, don’t leave me.”


    “They said my name. Not yours.” When she doesn’t move, the tone of my voice changes, brooking no disagreement. “You have a chance to get out of here. Get up right now, and run over to one of the other women.”


    “I’ll never see you again.” Her tone is pitiful, eyes hurt.


    “If they . . . captured you again, the blue could . . . destroy everyone but me.”


    Her round, blue-grey eyes meet mine. Her skin is so red, blood trickles from her nostrils and eyes. “Okay.” She nods. Her fingers release me slowly even though they’re sweaty. “Okay.”


    “Hang on. Once more before you go.” I let the energy flare out, licks of blue encompassing my body. I bridge the gap to flush her tiny frame with water, careful to rehydrate her in a measured way. I don’t need to hide anymore. The last glimpse of my beloved sister isn’t of her face, but her brain and kidneys. The echoing thump of her small heart.


    Hydration ends in thirty-six hours.


    “You’re ready. Go.” I swallow back my tears, and she stands, then turns, sprinting toward a group of women and children.


    I breathe out my relief and trek in a numb fashion into a clearing outside the wagon train circle, waving my arms high and wide.


    “Here I am!” I yell at the government’s ship.


    The craft hovers to the right, vectors thrusting hot air, and the temperature curls the fly-away hairs on my forehead. The elongated ship lands with a high-pitched scream of machinery, and then the front dock opens with a metallic hiss. Desert air sweeps dirt clouds down the sides. As the metal door lowers, soldiers dressed in dark blue uniforms and helmets march into view.


    Their steps from the starship mimic the pounding of my heart. I grip my walking skirt, wiping sweat from my palms, and think up a diversion. Something strong enough so they won’t go after Maybelle. I lift my hand, and my black, shredded nails stretch toward the soldiers who form an arrow toward me. The last shipment of weaponry the previous president exchanged for my services to Civ 6 is in their hands. Laser guns—the type that can burn flesh in an instant.


    That’s fine. I push the energy to my feet, and a roar of power sweeps over me from my tiptoes to my head. My body erupts into blue, moving across my skin in a rippling aura.


    Horses neigh and then shouts come from behind me, and I turn to see the wagon master staring at me hard, trying to rein in his horse. His hat is missing, and sweat saturates his chambray shirt.


    “Go,” I mouth clearly.


    He flicks his gaze to the ship, then back to me, nods and then gallops back to the wagon train.


    I spin back to the soldiers, hoping my actions allow enough time for Maybelle to escape. Then a man in an immaculate grey suit strides out from the ship, his hair a deep black with grey streaks, the strands freshly cut. A smirk curves his lips.


    My gut swirls with a cold river of vengeance. I know his identity: he’s the man who was in charge of Maybelle’s accommodation—the one who almost killed her. A list of methods to destroy someone runs through my mind, and I hate myself for it. I never needed to think of this before I left the training facility on my home planet.


    He stops three feet away, and I let my gaze rake down his figure, searching for weapons. He pulls up his sleeve. The fabric shimmers in the sunlight. His wrists and hands glitter with the matrix of silver.


    “We are all wearing synthetic biofilm, my dear. You cannot pull water from our bodies,” he says with a nod at my hand. “We’ve been testing it for a year. I suggest you put your arm down. I am Marshal Graves, and you need to come with me. There’s no point resisting. I’m sure your sister’s around here somewhere. One word from me and I can reactivate the sound.”


    He’s done his preparation then. Dressed up like he’s going out to one of his elegant galas where the pandering flows thicker than cold honey. I ripped out every bit of water from the soldiers who held Maybelle captive in that dark jail cell, but I hadn’t meant to, and extraction is not the only way I can kill. The corner of my mouth tips up in a distant smile, because I’m not stupid enough to believe he’ll leave May alone if he can grab her.


    “How did you find me?” Just as a reminder for next time, I tell myself, knowing that for Maybelle to escape, I might have to go with him, however briefly.


    “There are sensors everywhere in this desert. They’ve been there for over a year. We knew you’d set them off if you tried to escape.”


    I stiffen at the mention of the state-of-the-art technology, which every government is dying to get their hands on. “Tachyon sensors?”


    He nods, arms stiff by his sides in his new suit. “You drew a great deal of water past those hills. When the data alerted us of water saturation, it was a simple case of following the signal. You can’t run from us.”


    I don’t let emotion show on my face. What else should I have done when faced with half the wagon train dying of thirst? Why does death follow me wherever I go?


    “Your sister is here, isn’t she?” Marshal’s gaze swings around to survey the remnants of the wagon train. Everyone else has gone. He turns back swiftly, his dark eyes calculating. “Well?”


    I remain silent, but the blue grows higher, and I call to all the water molecules in their bodies. True, the biofilm protects water from leaking out their pores; however it doesn’t mean I cannot drain water from other parts of their system. The mention of my sister doesn’t fool me for a minute—she’ll be their bargaining chip, as always. My heart crumbles at the idea of using my healing abilities for destruction. I pinpoint their brains, spinal column, eyes, ears, and heart. My vision goes completely x-ray.


    “If you return with us, she will be unharmed. If not we will make it our mission to hunt her down with the sound defence. If we don’t return, it will be done by those left in the city. You have no choice, my dear.” He sounds happy. “I suggest you come along without a fight.”


    “I will, if you let everyone else go,” I say. “Take me. Don’t go after any them. I’ll do what you say.”


    He grins and spins around, turning his back on me, as though it’s what he expects me to say. “The rest don’t concern me. You’re too valuable to let go.”


    I take a hesitant step toward him.


    “No, don’t, Tori!”


    I turn at the childish scream, my sight switching back to a three-dimensional view. Maybelle sprints on her short legs from behind an overturned wagon. She holds a scout’s rifle in her hands, lifts the heavy gun, and then aims the barrel for Marshal. One squeeze of the trigger, and the force of the kickback knocks her off her feet. The barrel flies up, and a bullet skews left, biting into Marshal Graves’s neck.


    His blood spews across the desert. He lands on his back.


    Twenty soldiers raise their lasers, pointing them toward May. The ends of the barrels crackle with electricity. Then they do the unthinkable. They fire.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    “No!” I sprint across the desert to my sister, but my boots are waterlogged, slowing my speed. I can’t outrace the lasers’ beams.


    Red light touches May’s skin. Her flesh dissolves. Turns black as ash. My vision slips into x-ray and my heart thunders. Her scream is a heart-wrenching wail. She holds her tiny hands over her stomach, jerks to the side, and then she sobs my name with her mouth pressed into the dirt.


    I fling myself in front of the lasers, my hair flying around my face. The light hits my back. I arch at the impact, but I don’t burn—all I sense is pressure. Water undulates across my body, soaking us both. I push fluid into May’s flesh, cooling the fire charring her tissues. I cover her body entirely, hugging her tiny black and white figure.


    The boy from the wagon train couldn’t determine what I am, but one look now will remove all doubt. I’ve never been fully human. My gaze zooms in and out, terrified to fully catalogue the damage to May’s stomach, her tissue, blood vessels, and muscles, to her left kidney and large intestine. Her beautiful, angelic face is blue from the reflection of the water rippling around my face.


    My hands jam into fists, elbows and knees pressing into the wet ground, denting the soil. My hair falls over my face in drenched tangles. “Just stay with me, May. Hang on. You are not dying here.”


    A sob breaks from her throat. I recall what my old master Astrakhan said about treating third degree burns. Every year the patches on wound care changed via his uplink with the Echyion elders, but I know I must be careful not to drop her body temperature too much. To escape permanent tissue damage, she will need medicine from the government’s clinics.


    Her eyes are shut, sandy lashes motionless on her sunburnt cheeks. I cradle her face and rise to my knees. Bits of her skin peek through the rips in her burnt dress, but I don’t touch the fabric and note her breathing rhythm. Steady. The lasers left a terrible wound straight through the left of her torso, but her heart still beats. Thank heavens. She has to be alive. I don’t know what I’ll do if I lose her. My eyes sting. “May?”


    A sharp zing of synergised electricity zaps through the sounds of the water. My aura protects us both. The Oshiro government’s foot soldiers haven’t stopped shooting the whole time—minions who tried to kill my sister.


    One look over my shoulder is all I need to give the water in their bodies a gentle push. But my teeth clench and eyes boil with fire. I barely recognise the emotions—the calm oasis inside me is a bleak and frozen winter. Something awful twists, pricks my conscience, and ices over my heart. Blackened clouds of power build, leak up between my gums, and then slither down to my soul.


    I used to enjoy the person I held within, the joy that came from healing. This new person—I don’t know her. My sight turns inward at some kind of terrible power I can’t control. I’m tired, so tired of all their manipulations. I can’t curb the poison and need a way to get it out of my system. My search for a better place has dumped me in a darkness worse than any nightmare.


    “You’ve just made the biggest mistake of your life,” I say in a liquid voice. Water washes away everything, and I allow it to clean away my sorrow.


    After saving their wretched city from a crippling drought, being sold by mercenaries, jailing May and torturing her, they now try to kill the one person I love with all my heart.


    I rise to my feet, empowered by an incredible rage.


    They wanted me to kill children and work over entire worlds. Utilise my gifts as weapons.


    Scum.


    It’s about time they learn what happens when you anger a water healer.


    Their suits expand at their legs, and they scream. Their guns clatter on the ground. They grab for their helmets in manic two-handed holds, running back toward the ship’s dock helter-skelter. But it’s useless and far too late. I hate who I’ve become; I don’t want to stop. One by one, they crash to their knees, and white dust clouds drift over their lifeless bodies in the navy combat suits. Some lie half on and half off the dock. Those with their helmets askew twist in an unnatural ways, their top halves dried to a husk. Fierce sunshine reflects off their skin, and the metallic biofilm makes their faces look like bones dipped in glittery wax. That so-called synthetic biofilm isn’t worth a damn.


    A strange stillness envelopes the space, as if my ears decide not to hear anymore. The sun’s reflection glares off their suits and the pewter spaceship. Then I hear myself dragging in hard, rasping breaths that taste of dirt.


    My hands shake, and I gaze at my sister, a dark ache clouding my chest. Water will not be enough this time.


    “Oh, May.” I’m trembling so hard I can hardly walk. “Please hang on. Keep breathing.”


    I lift her into my arms, and the thud of her heartbeat is the only reassuring sound in my world. It beats out seconds, each one prolonging her life like a rising ladder of hope. I can’t believe what I’ve just done with the soldiers; I don’t want to believe it. But for now it’s just enough to know my sister is alive.


    The ship vibrates with an annoying beep-beep-beep, and I wipe away my tears, then turn to look at the loading bay.


    Beep-beep-beep.


    The dock can’t close because of the dead bodies lying on top of it.


    My gaze snags on five hovercrafts aligned vertically in their compartments with their anti-gravity inactivated, weapons in holds on the wall of the ship—people stop at the threat of a laser gun. My knees shake as I stand and hurry toward the ship. Just before the dock, I bend and twist my blackened nails into the hard ground. When I close my eyes, I listen for the density of water. Now is my chance to figure out where we can go. The nearest town will have sprung up around a water source on this planet. Every object has a vibration, a pattern in the way the molecules move. The steadiest of physical objects emits a certain vibration, which is different to empty space and different again to the flow of water. The surge and swell shows up as living movement.


    I turn with May in my arms, my gaze following a slight crack in the ground, and then the soil slips away. Layer one, until water floods in a blue sliver between rocks and then gathers in a small lake. By my calculations . . . two hours away.


    Excellent, Astrakhan would say. Learning space and time is a necessity.


    I stand, cradling May in my arms, my back muscles protesting, then trudge along the dusty ground for the ship’s gangway. I grab a white Med Box from the small cargo hold at the front. On the nearest hovercraft’s terminal, I numbly press in the only sequence I recall. It’s from my travels with Oshiro’s government officials to discover sites for well construction. The sophisticated and smoothly rounded hovercraft unlocks from its storage compartment with a metallic hiss and then floats above the floor, ready for departure.


    “Please set your destination,” the hovercraft’s navigator says.


    I select the “start” command, and set the large Med Box and a laser gun on the driver’s seat. Then I ease May inside the grey hovercraft, slip into the driver’s seat, and click open the Med Box to retrieve a huge syringe. A healing yellow foam fills a large bottle, and I vigorously shake it up. The syringe is just as big, but I withdraw a full load of foam, lift up May’s dress inch by inch, and then depress down on the plunger, pumping the medicated foam into her wound cavity.


    She moans and shifts in the seat, her hair a tangled, sandy mess, but then she sighs and relaxes back down.


    “It’s okay, May,” I mutter, studying her face. “Just keep breathing.” She will need extensive tissue regeneration.


    After I adjust her dress with shaking hands, I secure seatbelts over us both and then press in the co-ordinates to bring up a compass. Alternate maps appear on the black screen with the terrain displayed on a grid in bright green 2D. I tap open the options to enable autopilot across the land at top speed. Two hours north and we should arrive safely at the town, which also gives me enough time to tend to May’s injuries.


    Tracking chips are put into all the government hovercrafts, but I plan for us to be far away by the time they find the craft.


    “Please keep your arms inside the craft at all times.”


    A clear plastic dome twists up from the edges of the hovercraft and forms a visible seal above our heads, protecting us from the dry winds sweeping the ship’s dock.


    “You are ready for take-off,” the hovercraft’s mechanical voice says.


    I look into the large square of light, to the dusty terrain and fierce, blue sky. We’re about to fly into what appears to be a vivid television screen.


    I punch the round, green button on the hovercraft’s console.


    *


    A settlement of mud-daubed houses and shelters loom in the distance. It’s not much, but right then, an oasis never gave me such hope. I delete the hovercraft’s navigation course between a run-down repair shop and a blacksmith’s. Wooden railings and walks surround both buildings, and men stride in and out a tavern across the street. Wheel tracks from wagons and other vehicles snake along the dirt path. Women with children on their hips wander down the street, baskets hanging from their free hands, while workers with sacks of grain disappear into what looks to be a distillery.


    I need a doctor for Maybelle and someone willing to trade for transport off this rock. I press the button to release the dome over our heads, and a step curves in a fluid movement to the ground. Dust sweeps in a whirl beneath my feet.


    The air smells of fresh mud and wood smoke from nearby chimneys. Wagon, motor vehicle, and other spacecraft debris from the repair shop help hide the silver flash of the government’s hovercraft. Hopefully, we will not be needing it again. The surest way to steal a craft is to know the code and get rid of the machine quickly. May sleeps, but I brush away her fringe to get a better look at her colour.


    A scarlet flush suffuses her cheeks, overriding the sunburn. Cold sweat beads her forehead from the hovercraft’s air-conditioning. I hug my sister close, with the Med Box dangling from one hand, clutching the laser gun with the other. The nape of her neck stinks of the chemical healing foam, though the scent of charred flesh surrounds her mid-section.


    Careful not to jostle her, I emerge between the repair shop and the blacksmith. The raucous noise from the tavern makes me hesitate. I have no idea what I’ll find in this settlement, and it’s obvious the people are too poor for the technological advances other civilisations take for granted.


    A mechanic rounds the corner of the repair shop and stops dead. His gaze flicks to my face, my sister’s body, and then to the laser gun by my right thigh. His eyebrows rise, thick fingers cupping a cigarette filter in his mouth. He pulls out the cigarette, blows smoke through his nostrils, then flicks the ash to the ground. He throws a muffler onto a pile of car parts. “What you doing here?” he rasps.


    “I need a doctor,” I say, unable to help the desperation in my voice. “My sister’s been shot.”


    His lips twist, revealing a flash of yellow teeth. “Don’t want none of that problem. Doctor went to sleep two moons ago and never woke up. It happens when you drink too much of the hard stuff.” He barks out a laugh, his pock-marked face turning red, and turns to leave.


    “Hang on. Please,” I call out. “Please, you have to help me. Isn’t there someone, anyone else who can help us? Someone you’ve heard of who practices medicine?”


    He scratches his temple and hesitates, turning around. He stills, then his eyes narrow over my right shoulder. “That your hovercraft?”


    “No, it’s the government’s,” I say stiffly.


    He grins and rubs his hands together. “Uh-huh. No love lost. I get it. Keen to trade?”


    “Err . . . yes, but it will have a tracking chip,” I warn.


    He shakes his head and laughs. “That’s no trouble, I’ve removed a few in my time. I could never get hold of the codes though. How many do you have?”


    “Only one. I’ll give it to you if you help me find a doctor. A clean trade, no double-crossing,” I say, moving the laser gun closer to my right thigh. “The destination of the craft will have been uploaded to their database. I’d say you have less than an hour to do what you want with it.”


    He nods. “Deal. That’s all I need. I won’t be here by then.”


    “Do you have a pen?” I ask, moving the gun into my left hand, hardly able to hang onto my sister.


    He removes a thick, black marker from his back pocket and then hands it over.


    “Pull up your sleeve.” I rip off the lid with my teeth, write the code on his forearm and then replace the lid on the pen. “Cover it up. Now,” I look up at him, “a doctor?”


    “That code works on all their ships, doesn’t it?”


    “Yes.” The huge pores in his grimy face look too close, and a shiver of unease runs down my spine. I switch the laser back to my right hand. “If you know how to fly them, and if you can do it before they delete the code.”


    He jerks his head to the side, gesturing to the tavern across the dirt street. “Travellers landed this morning, asking around the pub for information about government tech. Word is they have a doctor on board their ship at the back of town. We don’t want no government to let off a bomb he—”


    “Thanks.” I hurry across the street, onto the boardwalk in front of the tavern, and then shoulder my way through the swing doors of the tavern. The interior is cool and dark, but the first thing to greet me is a television screen, the glass looking like a rectangular eye cut out of mud-brick wall. A ridiculous ad plays about some new alcohol, but it is so long since I have seen television, I only give it a cursory glance.


    May’s soft moan makes me realise where I am, and I don’t have much time. I rush down a small, sloped staircase into the open, underground inn. Cracks spiderweb the walls, like thin tree branches in a forest. More screens play against the far walls all with the same ad. I slip into the main tavern area where the air is even cooler and coloured bulbs light the way, along with a few skylights. All the edges are smooth around the TV screens, and there’s a curved lip to the bar, as though everything is moulded from wax.


    A man wipes down the bar while two girls walk the floor, collecting glasses and rubbish and cleaning tables.


    I hurry to the bar, enjoying the cool waft from the beer taps, though each footfall feels like a thunderclap. But that’s just my imagination. The room is full of thirsty men. Yet, everyone is staring, I can feel their eyes.


    “What’ll it be, love?” the bartender asks, leaning across the bench, studying my face. A sly smirk climbs at the corner of his mouth, and he cocks an eyebrow. “Not lost, are you? You look like you could do with a hot shower.”


    My face remains stony because my sister is not invisible, he’s just acting like she is. Death is an inevitable fact on Detera. “Just information. My sister needs a doctor. You have visitors. Where are they?”


    “Other than you?” He sighs, looks down at the laser gun, and then points over to a group of men behind a fake flower screen wall. “They came this morning, asking for information, but if you’ve got the money to spend, then they’re your best bet. Not many travellers come here,” he says sardonically.


    “Lucky them. Thank you.” I turn and cross the floor, weaving around full tables and chairs to get to the group of men. For some reason, I gather some type of important meeting or exchange is going on, but I approach them without hesitation.


    “I would like to make a trade. My sister needs the services of your doctor.” My voice cracks and arm aches, so I readjust the Med Box and accidentally knock forward the laser gun, nudging the trigger.


    The ignition whine of the laser makes all five men look up, but one stands, pulling the gun from the holster at his right hip, his gaze on the laser gun in my right hand.


    “Put down the gun,” he orders.


    “I am not going to shoot.” I shift the Med Box to my feet. “The bartender said you need information. I can help you, and then you can help me. My sister’s hurt.”


    His eyebrows rise, and he stares at the laser, then looks at the other men. “Excuse us for a moment, won’t you, gentlemen?”


    “Sure.” Although most of them get up straight away, some take their time. They mumble and grab their drinks, giving me strange looks. I still hold Maybelle in my arms, her head resting on my left shoulder. The men choose a spare table close by, scraping back the chairs legs against the floor to sit.


    “And you are?” the man left behind asks, holstering his gun.


    “Someone who needs help. My sister was hurt while we were escaping captors in the Oshiro desert.”


    The smooth lines of his face soften. “Ah. Bastards. She looks young.”


    “She’s seven. They weren’t the top-notch in nutrition and held us in detention for a long time.”


    He frowns and sticks out his right hand. “Captain Marcus Collins of the ship Liberty.”


    I grasp his hand, intent on giving his warm, firm hand a cursory shake, but his fingers linger on my palm, and shivers ripple down my neck. His brown hair gleams with maple highlights in the beam from a meagre sky light in the tavern. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I recognise he is the most handsome man I’ve ever seen. He has broad shoulders, a lean strong body, a hawkish nose, and uncompromising lips. Deep blue eyes. But I’m not used to seeing men like him wander through the facility on my home planet or in prison.


    The aroma of grilled meat and vegetables wafts by as a serving girl deposits a tray of food at a nearby table. A knife of hunger slams into my gut, and I moan. I open my eyes to find Marcus’s gaze on me.


    “Hungry?” he asks. At my quiet stare, he waves over the girl and places an order for the special.


    I can’t hear anything else he says to the woman, my stomach growls so loudly. “Do you have a doctor on your ship? I’ll tell you everything I know if you help her now.”


    He casts another long look at Maybelle, and obvious concern flickers in his blue eyes. “I’ve never liked seeing children suffer. How bad is she?”


    “They shot her with lasers.”


    He blinks. “Hell.” He pulls out a small radio. “Chester,” Marcus says, then releases a button. “Come in.”


    “Here.”


    “Where are you?”


    “Ah . . . working with a woman—” A faint scream. “Labour.” Static interrupts the feed.


    “Listen, I need you at the ship urgently. There’s a child who has been shot with a laser. Come as soon as you’re done. Keep in radio contact.”


    “Will do. Be there in twenty.” Another scream. “Shouldn’t take long. It’s her fifth child.”


    Marcus smiles as he looks at me. “That gives you enough time to eat, and then we’ll set off . . .”


    A rush of relief makes me tremble. “Thank you. What do you want in exchange?”


    He chuckles. “No offense, sweetheart, but I doubt you have the information I’m really looking for.” At my frown, he continues, “Oh, don’t worry, I’ll help your sister, but then I have to move off to find some tech.”


    “You don’t want to trade?” I ask in confusion, straightening. “Why not?”


    “Listen, if you’ve been in detention so long, it’s unlikely you’ll know anything. You don’t have to make a bargain you can’t keep. I’m not going to go back on helping your sister, so don’t worry about it.”


    “I was also hoping I could trade you for passage off this planet,” I say quietly.


    “Sorry, sweetheart, I can get help for your sister, but I can’t leave. Not until I get an idea of the tech they’re using to get so much water. Do you know it flooded here for the first time in—?”


    “That’s the reason you’re here?” I ask in a furious whisper, leaning against the rock table. “An answer to all the water? It isn’t a machine, not technology.” My tongue is thick and unresponsive. “I’m the person you’re looking for.”


    He laughs again. “Sure you are. I’ve heard some come-on lines, and usually I’d be interested, trust me.” His eyes sparkle as they roam over my face and figure. “I’m sure you clean up real nice. However, I don’t have much time for that now. We’ll help your sister, but other than that, we can’t leave until—”


    The sharp beep of a news bulletin flashes across all the screens on the walls. Red hexagonal symbols with a white “warning” appear. The picture of my face broadcasts in a soft haze before the image holds as though the connection is bad.


    “Victoria Undine. Approach with extreme caution. Reward is one billion credits. An escaped prisoner is on the run, and officials are warning she will kill all those who cross her path. Detain if possible. Do not kill.”


    Marcus’s mouth drops, and the skin tightens around his eyes. He sits with both arms on the table, unmoving. Every man in the tavern turns to face me in dead silence, and I sit Maybelle beside me on the seat, then fire up the laser gun. I aim for the large monkey statue in the distance and swipe the red beam across its centre. The top half of the statue topples to the ground with a crash. The beam slices through the wall behind the statue, and the wall behind that one. Clean through to daylight, just like with Maybelle’s stomach.


    All the men turn back around and resume their conversations. But the screens play out the visual of all the soldiers around the spacecraft in the desert. The video pans out, and I am just a slight figure with my sister in my arms. No blue, thank heavens. The spaceship had cameras.


    “One billion credits,” Marcus barks. “What the hell did you do?”


    “Saved my sister.” I rub my mouth. “When was the last time you heard one billion credits being put on the head of a woman? One with a child, at that?”


    “Never. Well—now, once,” he amends.


    “You might think I’m a criminal, but I’m someone far more valuable than that,” I say bitterly. “You won’t need their credits. I’ll give you everything you need if you help my sister and get us off this rock. I’m the technology you want.”


    “Don’t misunderstand. I have no love for government’s soldiers. But I don’t see how a prisoner could have—”


    Gunfire cuts off his words, and bullets zing past his head. He curses, ducks, and then grabs my arm around the table. The tavern explodes in an uproar of men running for safety and reaching for their guns.


    “Get your sister,” he orders. “Under the table, now. Put that laser gun to good use if anyone comes near you.” He rises, pulling the guns in his holsters in one smooth move, levelling both barrels at the open doorway.


    I flinch, peeking over the top of the table, feeling the colour draining from my face. A vacant space opens up in my gut at the idea of killing more people.


    He looks back at me, and he stops, eyes wide with keen intelligence. “You don’t want to. Huh. Interesting. She escapes soldiers but hates killing. Hopefully you won’t have to.” He turns back to the men he sat with originally. “Zach. Casey. Go see what the problem is.” He glances at Maybelle. “No matter what happens, she will see the doctor back at the ship.”


    Two huge men rise to their feet, pick up their table, and then forge their way to the door. Glasses smash on the ground. The sky light breaks above our heads, and a smoking gas canister drops to the table.


    “Change of plan.” Marcus holsters his guns, leans over, and grabs Maybelle, setting her over one shoulder, one strong arm in the back curve of her skinny knees. “Grab that box and your gun. We’re getting out of here.”


    My protective instincts surge to the surface. “I should . . . let me take her,” I offer, holding out my arms for Maybelle.


    “Are you kidding? You took down a platoon of Oshiro soldiers with one laser gun. I might be a little slow on the uptake, but I’m not stupid. We need you on a trigger. This isn’t my first raid.” He drags me over to the table beside Zach and Casey. One has massive shoulders and skin the colour of polished onyx, while the other looks lean and mean with arms and hands of pure muscle whose gaze fires with steely determination.


    “I didn’t use the laser,” I say, huddling beside May on Marcus’s shoulder, checking her nose and mouth to allow for airflow. “That isn’t how I escaped.”


    “Even better.”


    “No.” I swallow. “You don’t understand . . .”


    Bullets punch into the rock table, missing my head by millimetres, and my ears ring. I gasp, turning to Marcus.


    “What’s to understand?” He looks at Zach. “Down the hallway on three, or we’re never getting out of here alive.”


    Zach nods, his dark skin gleaming with sweat.


    Eyebrows raised, Marcus helps lift the table higher, then asks me, “Ready?”


    I nod quickly.


    “Then help guard the rear. This is gonna go down fast.”


    I slip behind him, reassured by May’s head on his broad shoulder. She’s safe for the time being. Marcus and Zach flip the table vertically and forge their way along the hallway, Casey firing a huge shotgun down the side of the table. We make it up the stairs and onto the boardwalk, stepping on bodies and cutting our way through the people who are trying to flee and hide.


    A gunfighter aims straight for Marcus and my sister, and I scream a warning. But before I can lift the laser, Casey shoots him in the face.


    A sudden shot knocks Casey off his feet, and he crashes back onto the planks. I run over to him, trying to drag him behind the protection of the table, but he’s too heavy. “It’s okay, you’re okay.” I can’t lift him to pull him to safety. “Help me someone.” The bullet is lodged in Casey’s neck. My hand shakes against his skin. I will use my water to move him. “You’re going to live.”


    His eyes open, and he stares at me with eyes of crystal grey. “Only the good die young,” he whispers in a smoky voice, his lips twisting in a grimace.


    I grin. “Like that, is it?”


    “Zach,” Marcus calls out. “Cover.” He bends on one knee and says, “Case?”


    The men block the light, and I relax my muscles, reaching for Casey’s neck. Here. His muscles reveal their true structure, and I push water into his system, flooding the area around the bullet.


    The pellet pops free, washing out in a burst of bloody water. Smiling, I hold up the bullet in a pink puddle in the centre of my palm, then drop it onto the boardwalk with a clank. “There’s a bit of internal damage. The wound needs cleaning and stitches, but he should live.”


    Marcus hugs my sister tighter to his shoulder. “What the hell did you just do?”


    I grin at his shocked face. “I told you: I am the person you want. I am a water healer.”

  


  
    Chapter Five


    “A water healer?” Marcus regards me, and the alertness in his gaze is electrifying. His long lashes sweep down, but the smooth line of his tanned brow creases. “Want to define that one for me?”


    He shifts closer, taking up my personal space. He isn’t afraid.


    None ever have the courage after witnessing the blue for the first time—at least, not my jailers; they all were too fearful. As well they should be, I tell myself at the guilty dig in my heart.


    “She got the bullet out, Cap’n,” Casey mutters in a raspy voice. “Who bloody cares how?”


    Marcus frowns. “I do. Her hand turned blue.” He appears as if he’s not breathing. “Like something I’ve never seen before, from another world.”


    “It’s water,” I say softly. “The energy won’t hurt you.” Not true, my conscience prods. I swallow. “Here.” I touch his hand, and at the warmth of his hand, a tingle heats my fingertips. He looks into my eyes, staring at me. We hold eye contact as my heartbeat pounds in an aching throb; my breath quickens and lips part, then his gaze drops to my mouth, and his pupils dilate. But I don’t understand what I’m experiencing and can’t make sense of the sensations washing through my body. All my nerve endings quiver.


    A bullet whizzes past his face, punching into the mud wall behind his head. He ducks, and dried mud flakes rain down around us.


    “Hell—Zach, cover!” Marcus roars. “We gotta go.” A harried grin slips curves his lips as he looks back at me. “Looks as if you’re coming with us . . . just like you wanted. Whatever the heck that was . . . I’m gonna find out.” He pulls Maybelle off his shoulder and hands her over to me. “Take care of your sister. I’ll get him. Case, let’s go,” Marcus orders and assists his crew member to his feet behind the table. “Everyone move.”


    Bullets pepper the table Zach holds up as cover, and we all proceed as one.


    Blood drips onto Casey’s shirt. He stumbles alongside Marcus, then swears. “Knew visiting this place wouldn’t be a good idea. Not enough action.”


    “I don’t think I can take any more,” Marcus jokes and then shouts, “Zach, head for the hovercraft. Take the wheel.”


    Zach nods, running to the other side of the tavern toward an old green craft that looks more like an open-roofed car with rails. He tosses the table to one side so hard it knocks over three men. A handgun appears in his hand quicker than thought, and he shoots two men who try to climb into the hovercraft. Then he pushes me and my sister up into the craft before jumping into the driver’s seat to start the engine. All up, he takes about five seconds, then he starts the craft, but it jerks forward in a hard bump.


    I cry out, falling back while trying to get Maybelle on one of the backseats.


    Casey starts cursing.


    “You all right?” Marcus calls over to me.


    “Yes,” I shout, resting my sister in a seat to buckle her in, then look over the side of the hovercraft for Marcus and Casey to see if they’re okay.


    A crowd of men shoot at them. “A little help,” Marcus calls, dragging Casey along the boardwalk.


    I fire up the laser gun and cut a line in the ground behind him. Dirt flies up in a sheet of brown wind, and a few men get their shoes charred, but the laser keeps slicing through wooden planks, and smoke wafts up in a cloud. The bullets keep coming, but at least the men stop their charge through the smouldering fog.


    Zach leans over the side, grabs Casey, and hefts him into the hovercraft with one easy flex of huge muscles. Casey lands on a seat, his hand clamping down on his neck wound. “Thanks.”


    Marcus climbs inside, both guns in hand. His brow knits at me. “Get down. No coincidence they want you after news of those credits. Don’t let go of that laser gun.”


    “I won’t,” I promise and take aim behind us to make sure no one else follows.


    The hovercraft builds momentum, and then Zach changes gear. We lift up into the sky, flying over the top of shrubs, crashing through an old fruit stand at the side of the street and then sweeping around the corner of the tavern to the vast empty space at the back of the settlement. Rapid gunfire echoes behind us.


    “Faster!” Marcus yells. “We’re collateral damage. The easy kill to get to her.” He glances at me with another frown. “Do you think you can kill anyone who gets too close?”


    I open my mouth at him, press my lips together and then nod. I pull down Maybelle’s head to avoid any stray bullets.


    “Just checking,” he says with a small curve of his lips.


    The ship sweeps to the side, avoiding another two hovercrafts coming in the opposite direction. Zach pulls out a radio line and barks into the receiver, “Sarah? Are you there? Start the ship.”


    “What is it?”


    “Trouble following us. Got some woman and kid on board who might be able to help with the water tech.”


    “Really?” Light laughter comes through the radio. “That was fast. I love the way you guys work.”


    “Just have the dock down for us, and be ready to take off.”


    “No problem. Stay safe. I’ll meet you at the rocks on the western side of town.”


    “Let’s hope she’s right, and it is fast,” Marcus mutters grimly. “I wouldn’t mind getting off this planet for good.”


    “Me, too,” I say with feeling.


    Marcus glances at me again as though I’m a puzzle he can’t work out. The heat from the thrusters shimmers over the dry desert ground. We travel past rocks, and Marcus turns his attention to the hovercrafts following us.


    “Up ahead,” Zach shouts. “Get ready for it.”


    I look over my shoulder to the vast open mouth of a spaceship. Marcus fires his guns at the hovercrafts tailing our ship. Zach forces the hovercraft at full speed, and a high-pitched metallic shriek sounds as he swerves the craft up into the wide dock.


    “Now,” Zach yells.


    Light changes to darkness, and we crash into the railings in the belly of the spaceship then jam at the foot of a staircase. My grip slips on the seat, and I fly across the seats, landing with a hard crack against the console. I choke down a gasp at the shock. Pain radiates down my face, stomach, and spine. The dock shuts with a loud bang, but then all movement stops, and I take in another hard rasp of air.


    A growl echoes to my left. A man grabs onto my arm. I scream. His hair spikes above his head and yellowed teeth flash in a snarl. He mutters something about money, yanks at my hair, jerking my head to the side, and then pulls out a gun. His tight grip tears at my scalp, but I reach for him. The blue aura flickers over my fingertips, and I spread my fingers wide with a delicate motion. I own the water in his body, no matter if my knees shake and stomach drops at the idea of killing another human being.


    A gunshot rings out. The man gasps, releases me and then slithers back down the hovercraft to land on the metal floor of the ship amongst scattered cargo boxes.


    Marcus stands behind him, holding a smoking gun, and his piercing eyes narrow into blue slits at the slow dance of blue across my knuckles. Oh, not again, I think in frustration. I clench my fist, furious when nothing happens and the energy doesn’t disappear.


    He stands still, watching with dangerous intensity. An incredible silence falls all around me, and I notice everyone’s stares. Come on . . . I try again to vanquish the blue, but it climbs up my arms. I sit on the front seat beside Zach, pressing my hands together, knees touching. A sharp arrow of pain sears my lower back. I gasp and then erupt into blue.


    “Holy—” Zach jumps from the craft, backing up with his arms spread, eyes wide. “What the hell is that?”


    Just as suddenly, the blue aura sinks into my skin, and I sit in a puddle of water, completely drenched. The Old Order clothes stick to my skin, but I don’t bother to pull at the fabric. I’m too busy working on controlling my ragged breathing. The corset cinches my torso, making panic flare in my heart. I don’t want to cause another flood. I don’t say anything, just sit there staring at them all. My hair plasters my cheeks, reaching my waist.


    “A water healer,” Marcus murmurs, his eyes narrowing on me. “Who by the looks of things has had a rougher than normal day.”


    “This ‘verse gets crazier every single minute,” Zach says emphatically.


    “I’ll get a towel.” Marcus grins, holstering his gun.


    I stand with one hand on my back, pushing away my hair and say the first thing on my mind. “What about the doctor for my sister? Don’t we have to go back for him?”


    Marcus saunters to an intercom on the wall and presses a button. “Sarah, did the doc arrive in time?”


    “Sure did. He’s in the clinic. The labour went faster than he expected, and he got paid a good price for it, too.”


    Marcus grins and drawls, “Now, that’s what I want to hear.” He looks to me with raised eyebrows. “Let’s get your sister and Casey seen to.” He turns back to mutter into the speaker, “And, Sarah, I need someone down here to throw a dead body out the airlock.”


     

  


  
    Chapter Six


    I follow Marcus’s tall figure along the ship’s steel walkways, trying to copy his steps so I don’t trip or touch anything forbidden—not until I get my water under control. His long legs stride with an easy grace, and combined with his commanding air of self-confidence, he reminds me of the Star Lords I’ve read about in the history books. His broad shoulders block most of the light, and a metallic, musty scent fills the enclosed air. The corridors narrow and darken the further we walk into the spaceship. My arms ache from May’s dead weight, but my bones lock into place, refusing to give her up until we reach the clinic.


    Casey walks behind me, and the whine of the ship’s engines make a soft hum reverberate along the walls. The sound merges with a brighter light, and we turn, coming to the clinic.


    “It’s not much.” Marcus tilts his head, gesturing toward the inside of the clinic. It’s a suite with glass walls, two rooms, and beds. He raises his arm and leans against the doorjamb, his gaze roaming my face, but he holds my eyes longer than strictly necessary. His dark blue shirt pulls at the waist of his trousers, and he looks too powerful and handsome to be real. “But we’re looking to change all that.” He clears his throat. “Doc,” Marcus calls, “meet your newest patient. Got a little girl for you to fix.”


    A man in a blue sweater with clipped red hair steps from the counter in the clinic and smiles at me. “Hi, I heard a child’s been shot. Come inside. I’m Chester.” His gaze drops to my sister, and he frowns. “Put her on the bed.”


    “Victoria,” I say by way of greeting, and then, “Thank you.” I step into the clinic, laying Maybelle onto an available bed. “This is my sister, Maybelle. She’s seven.” My sister’s blonde head dents the white pillow on the bed, her body too slight for such a large surface. My heart pinches, and I smooth back hair from her forehead, adjusting the strands on the pillowcase.


    The walls are white like the linen beneath May, but a faint blue light washes through the room. The strong smell of disinfectant permeates the air, and air-conditioning vents blow cool air onto my wet clothes.


    Everything is far too silent for a few moments, so quiet I feel my heart hammering. I swallow dryly, watching things around me as if I’m a stationary object stuck in a whirl.


    But then my focus sharpens on the white counters, boxes of gloves, and sterilised equipment. Tension dissolves in my shoulders. I can stop running now. I take in a deep, calm breath. I’ve found assistance for May. My bond to my sister surprises me at the oddest times, but I am helpless against the onslaught of relief filling my chest. I kneel at her side, clasping her hand in mine and then kiss her small palm.


    “Was Casey hurt?” Chester asks.


    “Neck wound. Bullet,” Marcus says. “Victoria got it out.”


    “It’s just a graze. Work on the girl first.” Casey shifts to a chair by the wall and then rests his head back on the glass.


    Chester gives Marcus a quick glance. “Casey will need to go into the next room while I tend to her.” Chester looks down at my sister and then saunters over to a counter to open a drawer. He dons gloves and rips opens a sterilised packet. “Let’s take a look.” He steps closer to the bed, listens to May’s chest with a stethoscope and then cuts away at her dress with surgical scissors. I stand up, leaning over to look as he inspects her wound.


    He glances up at me, his eyes full of compassion, though a clinical detachment infiltrates his voice. “She’s been shot straight through her abdomen.”


    “Lasers,” I mutter. “The newest tech available.”


    His mouth tightens. “What type of foam is this?”


    I stalk to the counter and click open the Med Box, displaying everything inside. “I took this from the spaceship after they shot her. I’ve seen similar medicine on my home planet. I’ve used the foam before in my healing routine, but not often.”


    “Ah.” Chester moves over to investigate the contents, then he sighs. “There’s not enough here to heal her over the course of weeks.” He crosses back to the table and studies Maybelle’s wound for long moments. “We can buy more, however the quickest and surest method is tissue regeneration.”


    I try to quell the uneasy, tossing sensation in the pit of my stomach. “Do you have a Med Gen Capsule on board?”


    “We do . . .” He hesitates, as though not wanting to be the bearer of terrible news. “But it’s an old one and not really suitable for a child.”


    My knees shake with relief. “Any type is better than none at all. Can you put her in there now?” My voice trembles.


    “Of course . . . but understand there are no guarantees. With that kind of damage, well, all we can try to do is get hold of another Med Gen Capsule in the meantime.”


    “Yes. Yes. Thank you.”


    Marcus stalks back into the room without Casey and asks, “How is she, Doc?”


    “She needs the Med Gen Capsule, and then I’ll see to Casey. I’ll get on the wire after tending him about a new Med Gen Capsule, though they’re not cheap, and the model will be restricted due to credits—”


    “I can get the extra credits for you,” I offer. “I’m a water healer. Stop at a city without water, and I’ll get more than enough. Just order her the best Med Gen Capsule you can.”


    “A water healer?” Chester frowns at me, then he looks at Marcus who gives him a nod.


    “She’s what we’ve been looking for in regards to the water,” Marcus says.


    Chester’s eyebrows rise, but he moves toward another door inside the clinic and presses a sequence on a silver keypad. The door unlocks and swings wide.


    “I’ll see to the rest of the crew.” Marcus’s voice comes from behind me, and my body tingles in awareness. “Order whatever she wants. I want an update when the girl’s in the capsule, Doc,” he calls out and then exits the room.


    The doctor wheels an old, rusting Med Gen Capsule into the room, and my heart clutches at the sight of it.


    “I know,” Chester says, staring into my eyes. “But it’s all we have. Let’s get your sister inside.”


    *


    The aroma of rich spices and cooked meat fills my breath. Hunger twists knots inside my stomach, and I lift my head from my forearm, cheek numb. I can’t breathe from the unbearable pain. Finally, the contraction weakens, and I inhale some deliciously scented air, feeling disoriented.


    I study Maybelle through the arched glass of the Med Gen Capsule, a tissue-specific regeneration pod. The blue light beneath her body emphasises dark shadows under her eyes, her thin skin, and blonde hair. The doctor set the capsule to automatic, and every few seconds, distinct sounds regenerate May’s tissues. The frequency is lower than my hearing range, but my sister’s hair wavers in the vibration.


    A clear tube hooks from the head of the capsule, pushing fluids into her nostril. There is nothing much I can do except sit and watch. Another twisting pain grips my stomach, and I hold my breath. The grumbling in my belly sounds like it’s eating at itself. I pant, trying to ride out the pain, but I’m stuck on the chair.


    “Come on,” a familiar voice drawls from the doorway. “I can’t see you helping her much if you die from hunger.”


    I glance up at Marcus, gratitude flooding me, but I shake my head, unable to answer.


    A gentle hand touches my elbow and pulls me to my feet. The room turns black before I sway.


    “Hang on,” he whispers into my ear. “Grab onto my shoulder.” Even though his tone is soft, the words are unmistakably an order.


    I slide my hand up the smooth cotton of his shirt to the suspender strap over his broad shoulder, and his muscles tense beneath my palm. Heat radiates through the fabric. I lean against him, and his voice sounds tighter than normal.


    “Now we’ll go get you some lunch. It’s midday. Everyone’s dying to meet you.”


    “I can’t see,” I say, unsure of where to walk. My knees shake, and a dizzying weakness rushes through my legs. I lean into him more, and his solid chest stops me from collapsing.


    “You’re about to pass out from starvation. Take a second.”


    I blink, then blink again, waiting for the colours to come through in the room. Finally, I find Marcus’s brown boots filling my sight, and my gaze travels up his tan trousers. I nod, and he says, “Great. Let’s get you fed.”


    I tread carefully alongside him, holding onto his shoulder. His left arm snakes around my waist and draws me in closer to muscles I’ve read about in the facility or seen in x-ray on male specimens. I don’t think I’ve felt anything quite as startling. A musky warmth invades my nose; it’s from the cleanness of his shirt—he must have put on a fresh one—and a faint manly sweat clings to his neck. My knees wobble.


    I hear arguing voices the closer I get to the smell of food.


    “I want to know how, that’s all I’m saying,” a high-pitched voice says. “Can you imagine that kind of tech?”


    “It’s not a machine,” a woman’s voice replies. “Didn’t you hear what the Cap’n just said?”


    “Right. She’s a woman.”


    We turn right, and he says loudly, “Watch your step. We’re about to enter the kitchen.”


    The noise dies, and I reach for the curved door jamb. I’ve seen doors like this on submarine pictures in the facility. I duck my head to follow him through. “Sorry about this, I just got so dizzy.” I let my gaze travel up to meet his frown.


    “Are you all right to sit?”


    “Yes.” Just don’t expect me to get up in a hurry.


    “When did you last eat?” he asks, eyes dark with obvious anger.


    “When we escaped, five days ago.”


    “Geoff, get a plate of food for her,” Marcus calls over his shoulder. “Take a seat,” he says to me and steps back.


    A long rectangular table with people around it jumps into focus. Eight, and Marcus makes nine. He pulls out a chair closest to the door, and then I sit down. A rather thick-set man with orange blond hair and a bristly moustache sets a plate with meat in a rich, golden sauce on top of rice before me. My stomach flips and rolls loudly. I pick up my knife and fork and then do nothing except eat for the next ten minutes.


    Eating transforms into a heavenly experience, one where the rich combination of tender meat, smooth sauce, and deep flavours of roasted vegetables merge with an incredibly delicious aroma. When I sit back with a sigh and an empty plate, pain rips across my stomach, and it takes me a while to get my breath back. Water twists around my waist, seeping back into my skin and the nausea starts to fade.


    “It’s been too long since your last meal,” Chester says.


    I look up at him, but say nothing.


    “I’d like to see you in the clinic after you get settled in. You might need some vitamin shots.”


    After a few minutes, I no longer feel like I’m going to vomit, and I meet everyone’s gaze at the table.


    “This is my crew,” Marcus says in his deep voice. “Zach, Casey, and Chester you’ve met. This is Sarah, our pilot; Rick, the mechanic; April, a gun hand; and Constance, resident know-it-all and cultural expert. The man who put the food in front of you is Geoff.”


    They all nod and say a quick hello.


    I rest my forearms on the table, stack my knife and fork neatly in the centre and then push my hair back from my face. I know what I must look like. I probably shouldn’t worry about appearances, but if I’m going to save Maybelle, I need this crew to have no doubts about me. At the facility we always had to look presentable.


    “How do you do?” I say formally. “I’m Victoria Undine, a water healer.”


    “We do just great,” Marcus says. “Question. The blue around your fingers earlier today. When that man from the settlement tried to catch you, your fingers went blue, and you aimed them at him like it was some type of weapon. Then your whole body—”


    “Erupted with water. Yes.” I tilt my head and study him, the smooth colour of his hair and the intensity in his gaze. “It can be used as a weapon, although I wasn’t trained to kill.”


    Dead silence drops in the kitchen. Plates and knifes don’t clank. “What do you mean by that?” Marcus leans across the table toward me. “A water healer doesn’t hurt people?”


    “No—well, I was trained not to, so I don’t like doing it. Killing feels wrong here.” I hold a fist over my heart, looking at my empty plate, resisting the urge to ask for more food. “But I have a couple of times to save Maybelle’s life.”


    “So that’s why you’re called a healer,” Sarah says. “Makes sense.”


    “A water healer is one of my names. Some call me a water healer, others a water elemental. I can control and create water. I was born with the gift. When that man grabbed me, I was going to suck the water from his body.”


    “You can do that?” April gasps from further down the table. “How cool is that?”


    “The soldiers,” Marcus begins, “that’s how you stopped them. They didn’t look like dust to me though on the screen.”


    “I’ve tried to escape once before, and they created a synthetic biofilm to stop me drawing water from their bodies. When the government’s ship came for us, they used a sound defence that can kill, so I gave myself up.”


    “You did?” Disappointment echoes in April’s voice.


    “So what happened?” Casey croaks, spooning food in his mouth, his gaze on me.


    “I wanted to give May enough time to get away. We were with Old Order followers, and she would have been safe until I came for her again. But May didn’t leave and tried to stop me getting onto the ship. She shot the acting president, and then the soldiers shot her.”


    Zach grips his knife and fork. “Tell me you dished out something extreme.”


    “I didn’t mean to. I pinpointed the organs I needed to drain, figuring I would push all the water to their feet. Drain them just enough so they couldn’t get up, but I . . .”


    “Killed them instead.” Marcus pops some food in his mouth and chews. “Sounds all right to me. You killed them to protect yours. How long were you prisoner?”


    “Mercenaries sold us to the government just over two years ago. Maybelle was five.” I grow quiet as I remember my little sister back then, and again I hold back tears. “I guess you could say I don’t have pure human stock. My mother was human, my father a fire elemental. But my gift comes from my paternal grandfather. He was a water healer, and Nana controlled fire like my father. I don’t remember much about my dad. His need to use the flame made others kill him.”


    “Is your sister like you?” Marcus asks.


    I shake my head. “No, she’s my half-sister. We share the same human mother, but have a different father. My step-father was human.”


    “Was?” Zach asks.


    “They were both killed when I turned twenty-three, the legal age for my release from the facility. By Echyion law, I had to be released. Maybelle was almost killed, and we were both put into our Nana’s care. She was hard to find . . . had been in hiding for many years. After two months there, mercenaries came, shot her dead, and then stole Maybelle. I had to do what they wanted if she was to survive.”


    “And here you are.” The softness of Marcus’s voice beckons me.


    “Concerning the Med Gen Capsule.” I look at Chester. “Were you able to order a new one?”


    “Yes,” he says, pushing the food around on his plate. “They’ve placed it on reserve, but they require payment upfront due to our lending quality. It’s three million credits.”


    Marcus stiffens, Casey swears, and then Zach discusses places to rob.


    “No,” I interrupt. “What’s the nearest planet that needs water?”


    “Altiosn,” Sarah and Constance say at once. “Why?”


    They still don’t understand who they have on board. I turn to Marcus. “Offer them a trade. I will create the water they need for three million credits. Maybe even offer a direct trade to the owners of the Med Gen Capsule.”


    “They won’t need it.” Chester shakes his head. “They have more than enough credits to get what they want.”


    “And they might have seen the broadcast about the reward for you,” Marcus points out. “You could be playing right into their hands.”


    I frown. “Is that possible?”


    “I’m not sure.” His lips twist. “But it’s something we have to watch out for.”


    “Yes. Then I will uphold my deal with you about the water,” I say to Marcus. “You are saving my sister and keeping your word, so I will keep mine and give you what you need.”


    Marcus cocks an eyebrow, his eyes full of amusement. One corner of his mouth pulls into a slight smile. “Is that so?”


    “Yes,” I say, but the quiet, lingering way he looks at me makes my heart jump.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    The ringing of a kitchen buzzer jerks my attention away from Marcus, and I drop my gaze. A bright overhead light glints off the metal fork on my plate, the glare contrasting with the air-conditioning. Sarah and Constance stack their plates on the kitchen bench, obviously preparing to leave. I tip my head to let my hair curtain my face. I’ve never encountered this situation in the facility, because there weren’t groups of people, and in Oshiro, the guards never let me go anywhere without an armed escort.


    “Lunch is over. Everyone has to get back to work.”


    I glance up at Marcus, startled, then I stand, ignoring the uneasy sensation in my stomach.


    He grins. “You looked a little lost.”


    “I’m not sure of the protocol on board a ship, but preparation for visiting Altiosn’s leaders must be undertaken immediately,” I say, averting my gaze. “As a water healer, it’s necessary to conduct—”


    “No worries. Sarah’s lent you some clothes,” April says from the end of the table. I glance at her, and she tosses her black ponytail over her shoulder. As she stands, she reveals long black pants and a wide pistol belt. “And I’ll show you to your room. You can get cleaned up.”


    “You’ll need to make an appearance on screen,” Marcus says. “There’s a good chance they won’t believe us.”


    “Of course.” I can’t seem to move my gaze from his face. Perhaps it’s the symmetry. A sudden thought occurs to me, and I blink in surprise. It’s the life inside his skin. The only male dominant figure in my life has been Astrakhan, and he was devoid of life. Living beings are capable of treachery, endangering the life of everyone by selling me for monetary gain. And although Marcus’s lips aren’t smiling, his eyes are, and I find myself smiling widely back at him.


    “I will do everything possible to ensure the transaction goes smoothly. You will be rewarded for helping me with this,” I say.


    “That’s . . . uh . . . always good to hear.” He stares back into my eyes.


    “Not that I’m, well, forgetting—that is—I’ll remember our bargain. You need me for something else, and I haven’t forgotten our deal in the tavern.”


    He nods, the supple muscles in his body tensing as he stands. The space between us seems to electrify, growing in intensity, until I can’t help leaning a little closer to him.


    Rick nudges April with his elbow. “And if you go with April, that gives you time to go into detail about all your awesome killing methods, Victoria.”


    April grins, her teeth a white slash against her warm brown skin. She rubs her hands together. “That stuff keeps me going,” she announces and then stalks around the table to stack her plate on the kitchen bench. She leans against the edge and crosses her ankles. “You know it does.”


    Zach laughs and then says, “Remember she said she’s a healer? Not a killer?”


    April flashes him another grin. “I heard.”


    Rick’s chuckle reverberates around the kitchen, and he rests his hands at the back of his head. “Prepare to be corrupted.” He winks at me.


    “Err . . . about that shower . . .” Geoff says from the kitchen. “Might need to be a quick one. Have to go easy on the water for a while until—”


    “Show me your containers for water storage, and I’ll fill them up.” I break free of Marcus’s pull to copy April’s movements of taking my plate into the kitchen. I grip the plate with both hands over the sink, and the blue wraps around my hands, spiralling to my fingers. The density spikes across my awareness, and water sluices down the plate. Once clean, I set the cleaned utensils on the dish rack.


    Preparing meals in the facility happens on days when the program environment showed still, cool skies, although Echyion is beautiful. An orange rack. Silver bench tops. No one else except for an instruction screen sliding across the ceiling. Every other day, my meal came prepared. A sudden pang of remembered loneliness hits me, and I glance up to discover everyone’s gaze on me. I blink back the pain and tears, focusing on my hands. Water skims inches from my skin, hangs suspended in the air in small drops and then evaporates into nothing.


    “Well.” April straightens. She opens her mouth to say something else, but nothing comes out. She looks to Marcus.


    He stares at my hands, and then his gaze travels up to my face. “Pull the water from someone’s body,” he mumbles, as if talking to himself. “Dangerous.”


    My teeth set, and a weird sensation travels from my heart up to my neck, filtering my mouth with a metallic flavour. I clench my hands into fists and withdraw them beside my skirt. He doesn’t need to tell me—I know. I am dangerous.


    He just keeps staring, his brow creasing over his deep blue eyes.


    “I’m ready.” I round the bench, nearing April. She nods and heads for the door. I fall into step behind her, holding up the hem of my walking skirt to make it through the doorway without tripping.


    “So—flooding Oshiro?” April’s black combat boots strike the floor with her easy strides, and the walkways echo. “That was some tricked-out stuff. It’s what brought us here in the first place.”


    “Yes, Marcus said so in the tavern.”


    Someone coughs behind me, and I glance over my shoulder to see Marcus.


    One side of his lips tilt in a grin. “I think my ears are burning.”


    “So why’d you do it?” April asks.


    “They were torturing my sister because I wouldn’t suck all the water from another planet. I couldn’t think straight.”


    April’s about to go through another doorway, but she stops and then stares at me with an open mouth. “You’re kidding.”


    “No.”


    She raises her eyebrows, shakes her head and then keeps strolling along the walkways. “Storage tanks are up ahead in another part of the ship. Just through this door.”


    I follow her over the threshold, slipping my hand on the rail to descend a metal staircase. A huge, dark cylinder rises at least three floors. I place my hands on the metal. The water’s vibration is lower than I think, and I crouch down, sliding my fingertips to the base. “Geoff was right. Give me a second here.”


    “Take your time.” Marcus’s voice is brusque.


    I stare up at him, and the blue crawls from my shoulders, down my elbows and then to my hands. Water droplets prickle my scalp. A soft overhead light shines across his brown hair, right cheek, and broad shoulder. His lips are thin and uncompromising, but I can’t read the expression in his eyes.


    I suck in a breath, rattled, and then turn my attention back to the water storage unit. I close my eyes, feeling all the empty spaces. The blue is cold at first as it pushes through my feet and up through my body. Then I release the metal, leaving damp handprints.


    “It’s done.”


    “Just like that. Endless hot showers.” April hums beside me. “You know, you can stay as long as you like.”


    I laugh up at her and stand. “Only I don’t heat the water. My nana could, but she manipulated fire.”


    “Still, you’re a handy girl to have around,” April says. “Never running out of water? Priceless.”


    “I can do more with my water than providing enough for showers or for satisfying thirst, like—”


    “Interesting family tree you have there,” Marcus interrupts. “Both water and fire.”


    I lift my chin and meet his gaze. “Is that a problem?”


    A slow frown darkens his expression. “Problem? With you? No.” He pauses. “I have a mission. My crew left with the expectation of earning a wage.”


    “I understand.”


    He shakes his head. “I had no idea I’d be bringing back a woman.”


    I blink, aware of what he’s saying. It’s easy to trade a machine, not so when people are involved. “I won’t betray you. If you help me save my sister and get us away from Detera, I will give you everything you need.”


    Silence falls for a few seconds, then he mutters, “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, sweetheart.” He turns and descends another staircase


    I watch his retreating back, then spin to face April. “I don’t understand,” I murmur, wondering if I made some irreparable social error. “Did I do something wrong?”


    Her shoulders drop with her exhale. “No. Cap’n is just a little touchy. Ignore him. He got traded in for a newer model.”


    I narrow my eyes on her. “He’s not a synthetic human.”


    She laughs. “I don’t mean it that way. His ex dumped him a few years ago. Come on, I’ll show you to your room.”

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Saving Maybelle has always been my goal since we were kidnapped, but Astrakhan never tutored me on how to live with myself when my objective conflicts with my morals. How to cope when I need to do something I don’t like to get the outcome I do.


    Life outside the facility is changing all my preconceived notions about who I am, showing me another side of my personality. I never thought I would ever have to kill people for my freedom.


    I trace the small flame tattoo on my right shoulder, and Nana’s comforting presence fills my mind. Hot water relaxes my muscles, and I sigh after washing my hair with shampoo and conditioner, turning off the shower taps. I whisk aside the plastic curtain, and then climb out the cabin shower.


    I have found a way off Detera, Nana, and I will save Maybelle. I won’t let you down.


    “I know I have a responsibility bigger than myself here,” I whisper to my reflection in the small mirror.


    When mercenaries shot her in the chest, Nana gargled in pain, but even in her old age, her eyes could compel. Her dark gaze cut straight through to my heart with determination. Then she burst into flame, tunnelling across the room in a bright stream. Her inferno struck the bare skin of my shoulder, knocking me off my feet.


    I erupted into flame, scorching the men holding me captive. My water kept me alive as I fell through the walls of her small home. I laid on my back with bits of rubble and embers raining down like dying stars.


    When I woke up in the cargo hull of the mercenaries’ spaceship with the taste of smoke in my mouth and my sister at my side, the mark on my shoulder had healed to a small flame.


    Nana never leaves my side.


    My hair snarls in a thick mat, so I detangle the strands with a comb on the basin and then exit the bathroom. Steam billows out in huge, grey clouds, and I evaporate the water on my skin without a second thought to slip on a white singlet left on the small dresser. The soft material floats to my waist, and it’s a joy to no longer be wearing the painful corset. The serviceable green trousers and belt are strange. They’re different to my borrowed walking skirt and the thin, cotton jumpsuits I wore whilst captive in Oshiro.


    A sharp knock on the door makes me suck in a hard breath, and I square my shoulders. “Come in.”


    The door swings wide. “Ready?” April grins. “The captain wants to talk to you in the control room. Altiosn’s leaders need proof. Constance isn’t getting far with them.”


    I nod, having expected that, but I can’t help swallowing. My shoulder heats beneath my rubbing fingers.


    April frowns and flicks her gaze to my hand. “Cool tat.” She tilts her head, her dark eyes worried. “You okay?”


    “Sure.” I nod.


    “Come on then, let’s do this.”


    April steps back through the door, and I follow, but my Old Order boots seem so ridiculous with the plain green trousers and skinny belt. I’m a mismatched being in more ways than one. The ends of my long, blonde hair tickle the backs of my arms, clean and combed, but I’ve never been so unprepared for the biggest trade of my life. I only hope Altiosn’s leaders haven’t seen the broadcast for a billion credits.


    Many of the walkways are dimly lit, and a faint waft of air-conditioning blows through slatted vents, which makes it possible to breathe in the narrower parts of the ship. The engine’s muted roar increases the closer we come to an open staircase, and the metal railings shake as we descend. At the bottom, April leads me through an area I can only class as a relaxation zone, and once we’re through a narrow hall that’s locked at both ends, we pass a greenhouse.


    I stop, splaying my hand against the glass. Running my fingertips along the cool surface, my gaze rivets on the plants inside. The tip of my tongue burns with requesting the hard specifics about their irrigation system, but I have more important things to worry about today. Maybelle needs me.


    “Here we are,” April says a second before we come to a curved door.


    Everyone except Rick crowds the control room, and my back straightens. A strange uncertainty locks my muscles, and I stare into a wide screen on the far right. Three men in dark suits speak to Constance in cultured Altese. It’s one of the many languages I’ve been schooled in—I’m not fluent, but I know the basics—and I can tell they’re being recalcitrant.


    I expect nothing less for three million credits.


    Constance leans toward the counter, her hand fisting a microphone, dark hair in an unkempt bun. “I understand you don’t believe us, but just hold the line, and you’ll see we’re not lying.”


    Marcus angles closer to the screen. “What are they saying?”


    April stalks in from the shadows and clears her throat, obviously to let the others know of our arrival. Constance and Marcus peer over their shoulders at us, and as Marcus’s gaze lands on me, a slow, secret smile curves his lips, and he walks closer to me, until some type of pain unexpectedly flickers across his eyes. He checks himself, spinning away to look at the screen.


    Casey lets out a low whistle next to Sarah at the ship’s controls.


    Marcus glares at him from across the room.


    “Here she is,” Constance says to the men on the screen in Altese, then she looks up again. “Victoria, they want proof you are a water healer.”


    I nod at Constance, thanking her with a smile. She stands and shifts to the side, gesturing toward the empty chair. Altiosn’s leaders stop talking and frown at me.


    I ease into the chair facing the screen. “Greetings. Thank you for participating in this trade,” I say in Altese, leaning in toward the panel, trying to quash the idea they’re laying a trap for me. “I understand your reluctance and that you want proof.”


    “No trade will take place until we are certain,” the middle person responds. His eyes narrow on my face. “Three million, one thousand credits is a lot of money.”


    Brows raised, I turn to Constance.


    She slides a note across the desk. The extra money is for your clothes and care whilst on board. Plus your sister’s.


    I nod; chagrined something so basic hadn’t occurred to me. She is right. “Yes, but I am worth every credit,” I say in a gentle voice.


    Smiling, I curve my palms into a ball shape, drawing a water sphere.


    *


    The capital city of Erwin is a mass of dry land and metal buildings. Ships dock in a rectangular yard, outlined by cranes and hoists designed to slot ships into their allotted cradles. All around me, the clanking of metal against metal and the whine of giant robotic arms merges with the low rumble of engines.


    “Well, if this place isn’t the strangest thing I’ve ever seen,” Marcus drawls, sauntering down the gangplank, gun drawn. “Casey, pull up behind. We don’t want to get surprised here.”


    Casey nods, looking down the sight of his gun behind us. Constance winds her saddlebag strap over her shoulder and grins at me.


    I sigh at both men. “Honestly, I doubt the guns will be necessary. They’re not out to hurt us. This transaction needs to be respectf—”


    A loud bang reverberates three paces ahead, and Marcus’s stance changes to one of intense alertness. “What was that?”


    “I—”


    “If this goes downhill, you get yourself back to the ship. I don’t care what you have to do to get there. Just do it.”


    I meet Marcus’s dark gaze and nod uncertainly. “Oh . . . all . . . right.”


    “I mean it, Victoria. Kill if you have to.” He lifts his gun and then aims in the direction of the noise. “You can try to find a way to live with yourself later. That goes for you, too, Constance. ‘Cause they sure aren’t going to hesitate to kill anyone else.”


    “We have to meet the government officials at APEC,” I murmur. “In thirty minutes.”


    Marcus nods, then looks back at Casey. “Let’s do business.”


    “What’s your planet like?” I ask before I think to be careful of what I say, but for some reason I want to get to know Marcus better. “If this is so strange?”


    “My world is dying, but it doesn’t look anything like this.” He scans the tall, grey buildings before us. “Looks like toothpicks will be metal here.”


    I laugh and say, “My world is different yet again. It is one of contrasts. Great lakes, lush forests, and plantations. Sterile habitats for people like me.”


    He looks at me seriously. “There are more people like you? I need to visit this Echyion.”


    I smile and shake my head. “I’m not sure there are anymore.” The sun sinks behind a smog-ridden horizon, turning the clouds murky pink against the distant skyscrapers. The tips of Marcus’s hair turn rosy. “There used to be other water healers, but my granddad was the only one I knew of before me. I never met him, just seen photographs at the facility and at my nana’s.” I cast Marcus another side glance. “I don’t know the whereabouts of other elementals and—”


    “It mightn’t be on the level.” Constance steps between us. She frowns at the nav guide in her left hand and then scratches her head. “Marcus you mentioned the bulletin for one billion credits. I wonder if they have seen it here? All the water healer welcomes I’ve read about in the last three hours were done with more fanfare. How often did you visit other planets to trade, Victoria?”


    “When I lived on my home planet, never. And once with the Oshiro government, but I was caged, and my sister was somewhere else,” I say. “Leaders came to us on Echyion. The elders led the trade via Astrakhan.”


    She sighs and grits her teeth. “That’s so frustrating. I could help more if I knew what to expect. Politically, the Altese will see you as very valuable, but with the reward, I worry it will create a target on your back, and they’ll kidnap you.”


    “Yeah, you’re not the only one,” Marcus growls. “And that means all the crew’s in danger. Best be on our guard.”


    “It still doesn’t explain why they haven’t sent an official welcome.” Constance taps the screen, her head bent as she bites her lip. She pushes back her fringe and frowns at me. “Why wouldn’t they try to hide their true intentions if they wanted to take you? They have official welcomes for visiting dignitaries and sovereign leaders. Someone as valuable as you? Definitely. Captain,” she says over my head, “I need more information before I can say for sure this will go well. Since Victoria doesn’t know and hasn’t the information on her grandfather’s trades, it’s difficult to gauge the success of the mission. I suggest we abort before it’s too late.”


    I stiffen. “I need that Med Gen Capsule.”


    “Just until we get more inform—”


    “Constance.” Marcus’s eyes grow flinty. “Put away that damn map, and grab your gun.”


    Casey chuckles behind us when before he’s been utterly silent. “Yeah, you never know. She might kill someone with it if she’s got a good throwing arm,” he says in his smoky voice. “Isn’t that right, Constance?”


    She tosses him an aggravated, haughty look. “Knowledge is power.”


    “Let’s all live long enough to get some,” Marcus says.


    “Where’s April?” I ask.


    “She’s . . . busy.” Marcus shrugs.


    I frown, stepping closer to him. “Won’t we need her?”


    “I’m the captain of the ship. I say Chester needs both Zach and April to keep an eye on your sister.”


    I press my lips together, nodding. His care for my sister surprises me. Marcus leads us down a flight of stairs, and then Constance points the way through the sudden crowd. We cross a bridge that covers nothing but a ditch filled with ship scrap metal, and then venture onto a footpath beside a road.


    The roar of traffic deafens me for a second, but my gaze zeroes in on a feeble old woman gripping the handle of her cane. Her hand shakes, and the metal support wobbles.


    I rush to help, but she drops into the driver’s seat of a light grey car without touching the handle, and the door shuts after she’s seated.


    Pictures of these cars were shown to me in the facility, but in Oshiro, everyone used hovercrafts for transportation. I’ve never seen a car like this in real life.


    Constance stops beside me, and a cool winds whips my hair, biting through my clothes as we stand on the gutter. The elderly lady presses information into her integrated nav guide, buckles up, and then the car takes off with perfect timing. She doesn’t look for oncoming traffic and isn’t even holding the steering wheel. The car smoothly accelerates away.


    I step back from the noise into the shade, my mind in turmoil. “What . . . How? There’s so many cars. How did she do that? I thought she would have crashed for sure. Is it an automatic driver?”


    “Sensors,” Marcus says, stepping up beside me. “If they’re in the cars, then they’re everywhere in this city. I’d say there’s been no accidents here for a long time.”


    I turn to him. “Tachyon sensors?”


    He nods. “Embedded in the car, in the lines of the road, all the lights. The programming—”


    “I know. They can do what they want with them. That’s how the acting president found me in the desert. I pulled too much water from the ground, and it set off their alarms.” I rub my chin as the consequences roll through my mind. “How does it work?”


    “All the new cars have sensors embedded during the construction phase,” Constance answers. “There are distance parameters—from the lines, from lights, and other cars. If they’re about to hit another car, the wheels will lock. The car doesn’t slide into another one because satellites pick up the weather conditions before they take off. Then the car automatically drives to the conditions whether the person wants to or not. The cars are also designed not to slide. The sensors let a driver merge with traffic when there’s no chance of collision.”


    “Collision-free driving.”


    “Error-free driving,” he mutters, staring at the cars, almost zoned out. “They would’ve rebuilt the roads from the ground up. Started all over again. There are sensors in the roads, in the lines, the lights, like I said. But there’s big money involved.” His shoulder muscles bunch, and he rubs the back of his neck.


    “What happens if it’s an emergency?” I ask. “And you need to go faster?”


    “They type in the details on the nav guide. Everyone else’s car moves over or is delayed with a warning on the screen as to why. Most don’t mind. They have selected playlists, audio books, or movies to keep them occupied for a few moments, and then their car goes again.” Constance shrugs. “It’s a simple design.”


    I shake my head. “I just can’t . . . Are they in the people, too?” An impending horror fills my chest.


    “I’m not sure. My ex-father-in-law is the inventor,” Marcus says, his tone heavy.


    My jaw drops. “Of the sensors?”


    Marcus nods, and his voice grows tight. “He believed the collision-free programming was his best work, and they’re virtually indestructible. His wife was hit by a drunk driver on her way home from the hospital. She and their infant son died.”


    “Oh, that’s terrible.” Earlier he said his home planet was dying, but Tachyon is a thriving metropolis. “Your home planet is Tachyon, then?” I ask tentatively. “I thought you said—”


    “No, they moved there for funding purposes. Tachyon corporations wanted a slice of the pie. Would you like to try it out?” he asks. “You look like your mind’s blown a bit.”


    “No . . . No, that’s all right.” I retreat until my back thumps into a cold wall. “Oh.” I laugh nervously, and Marcus’s eyebrows rise. “I mean I don’t want the sensors to be in control of when and where I can get out of a car. The last thing I want is for other governments to know my exact location and every move.”


    “It’s safe,” Constance says. “They control when you get out of a spaceship or hovercraft. There is an override option, but no one uses it. The population gets older every year all over the universe, why would they? It’s stopped buses going off cliffs, holiday deaths on the roads on the planets where they still use cars. No highway chases. Provided independence to the elderly.”


    I rub the bridge of my nose. “I thought Oshiro had the latest in tech, but if this has been here for a while, then they really were behind.”


    “And using you to get ahead,” Marcus bites, and his face drops in a frown before he says, “We don’t have much time. Let’s get a move on.”


    I nod and match his stride, but still look around, fascinated by the different culture. The effect of all the metal is undeniable. Tall buildings block most of the light so nightfall comes earlier in the city. Yellow lights glitter in the windows of the huge towers. Blue lights flash from nightclubs and bustling eateries, combining with the smell of roasting meat and excited shouts. There’s closed-up jewellery and clothes shops, large department stores and hairdressers. Young Altese women wear tiny shorts and bras, giving out flyers at black nondescript doorways. We pass so many black doors, but none ever hand me the flyers.


    “Why are all the women handing out flyers?” I ask after the sixth one. I frown. “They must be freezing, and there’s no name out the shop front.”


    All three turn to gaze at me with wide eyes. “Um . . . It’s . . .” Marcus closes his mouth, and then he looks to Constance. “Help?”


    Her eyebrows just rise, and she shakes her head.


    “That’s . . .” Casey coughs. “The ladies are selling their . . . err . . . foot massages,” he croaks out.


    “Oh.”


    Marcus laughs and keeps walking.


    I keep looking around me, wondering why they have a water problem to begin with. “Still there are no trees, no rivers, and it’s cold. I have a weird feeling about this.”


    “Stick close,” Marcus orders, and his gaze rakes me. “And where the hell is your laser?”


    “In here, Cap’n.” Constance pats her saddlebag.


    “Hell in a hand basket.” He stops and spreads his hands wide. “Do I have to spell it out? Both of you need guns.”


    Constance fishes out the weapon, hands it over, and then I flick the switch on the side, firing up the gun. I check the trigger and let my arm swing down, the metal heavy in my hand.


    “Happy?”


    His brief grin holds no trace of his former bossiness. “Getting there, beautiful. Now, where’s this APEC?”


    I blink and frown at his endearment.


    “Up ahead,” Constance says, lengthening her strides. “And don’t glare at me like that, Cap’n. I can’t hold the guide and the gun at the same time. I’m not getting lost. Victoria, do you think you can do anything for them?” she asks, casting me a glance.


    “In regards to ending their drought? There is always something I can do. But they will not have thought of natural water flow. They are an artificial city, rather than a group of smaller communities. Their production has polluted the atmosphere above them and the ground below.”


    “You sound so official when you talk like that.” Constance blinks at me, then stares ahead again. “So? What’s the plan?”


    “I’ll probably have to make it rain, fill up any dams they’ve constructed and scout sites for well construction. I’ll see if any water tables can be brought to the surface—but, again, something doesn’t feel right here.”


    She scratches her cheek and stares. “Like what?”


    “The water . . .” I begin, “feels tainted, sick. You know, in ancient times water healers weren’t required to heal people by giving them water; we healed the universe by washing away all that is wrong.”


    “A flood.” The beginning of a smile tips the corners of her mouth. “But then again, what’s wrong?” She shrugs and hurries to keep pace with us.


    “Yes, that part is puzzling. My version seems to change every other day now I’m out of the facility and free of the Oshiro government.”


    She laughs. “Nothing is as it seems in the ‘verse.” She clutches her bag tighter to her side as a man skims by her. “Bloody pickpockets, got to watch yourself around some of these planets. It would be so good to get your experience chronicled for future academic records.”


    “Look sharp,” Marcus orders, leaning back against a wall. “This the place?”


    I turn, staring at the imposing steel and stone building with hundreds of windows looking like square, yellow eyes cut into dark grey face. Marble steps lead to the building next door, but this one has simple concrete with metal railings. There’s no footman at the door, and a sign with the words, ‘Altiosn Peace Enforcement Corporation,’ hangs just above the doorway in plain, white letters.


    Constance checks the guide, looks up again and audibly swallows. Her mouth hangs open. “Uh-uh.”


    “Peace Enforcement?” I ask.


    “An oxymoron,” Casey offers.


    “Truth.” Marcus’s lips twitch, and he steps close to me in one lithe move. “You know how this goes down. The moment they send the money through, Chester will redirect it for the Med Gen. He’ll give us the okay, then you do your thing for them. We all return to the ship together. Got it?”


    “Yes.” I tip up my chin to meet his unsettling blue eyes and then force myself to walk up to the door to press the buzzer. Nothing. I frown, wait a moment and then grab the knob, attempting to turn the handle to gain entry. “Constance is right. Something is strange. What’s wrong with this door?”


    “Wait.” Marcus grabs my arm, his eyes widening and nostrils flaring. “Hear that?”


    I tilt my head, and a high-pitched whine penetrates the air. “What is it?”


    Marcus scans the sky then shouts, “Air Guard! Get cover!”


    In a lightning-fast motion, he sweeps me beneath the safety of the overhang, his strong, muscled body forcing mine against the door. An electrifying tingle races through me as his intoxicating scent fills my lungs. He smells of rain after a hot day.


    I can’t . . . I don’t think I’m prepared for a man like Marcus in my life.


    The hard muscles in his shoulders ripple beneath my hands, and he grabs the laser to depress the trigger. He must’ve blown the lock out because the door swings open, and I fall back.


    A huge shadow sweeps across the sky. People scatter, but some look up at an angular, grey spaceship emitting a laser light in circular waves, and everywhere the beam touches, the people stand still until the ship moves away.


    I gasp in horror but can’t stop myself from squeaking out, “What on Echyion is that?”


    “Air Guard scanners. They must have sensors. Inside now,” he orders next to my ear. “Before they find us.”


    Constance and Casey jostle behind us, surging forward, but my knees go weak, and we’re almost across the threshold when I catch my left heel on a tiny step up. One hard shove from behind, and I fall backward under Marcus onto the floor.


    “Uh.” My elbows sting, my ankle aches, and the back of my head throbs. I heave in a breath, but his weight crushes my belly and breasts, and his long legs tangles with mine as his groin presses into my thigh.


    With a muffled groan, his dark lashes sweep open, and his fascinating blue gaze locks onto mine before dropping to my breasts beneath the white singlet. I peer down and gasp. The outside curve of my breasts escape the edges of the fabric. So much for my eagerness to go without the corset.


    My skin tingles everywhere he touches, and he straightens his arms, lifting his torso from me, but that only makes his lower half squash even harder into my thigh.


    My heart flips over, and I stare up into his darkening gaze.


    “You’re . . . mesmerising. There is no one quite like you,” he murmurs.


    Breath stalls in my throat, and tiny shivers of sensation skim up my neck. I swallow, wanting to tell him I’m fine, and he can get up, but the feel of his body atop mine makes me feel like I’m a flower drinking in the sun.


    Which is ridiculous. What’s happening to me? Is this . . . is he . . . ?


    “You’ve known me for a day,” I say, my chest rising and falling like I’ve run a marathon.


    “I just . . . um . . .” He lowers his head, his lips hovering inches from mine.


    “Oh hell,” Casey mutters. “Don’t wanna ruin your moment, Cap’n, but we got company.”


    Marcus jerks his head up, and he reaches for the laser, and a sharp knock to the side of my face makes me wince. “Ow.” My jaw numbs.


    “Drop the weapon,” a metallic voice orders in Altese.


    Marcus releases the laser in a measured slowness, and then shifts lower against my body with his hands up in the air, just enough so I can focus on the soldiers and twenty guns aimed at us.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    “Get up,” the lead soldier grunts. “Hands where I can see them.”


    A steel gun barrel swings my way, centring between my eyes. A vertical monochrome line sweeps my vision, eating into the colours of the room until all that remains is a white circle, looming before his body. Their bones almost glow. I can even pick out the weapons they’re hiding beneath their combat gear.


    My heart is the size of a fist in my mouth.


    “Now,” he barks.


    Arms—up. Nothing. I wedge my hands beneath my bottom for leverage, and the thud of marching boots signals more soldiers. A prickling heaviness invades my limbs, and my heartbeat skips erratically. My vision pulls back another layer, and I see adrenaline flood the soldier’s bloodstream. Oxygen-rich cells rush toward his heart, lungs, and muscles. His pupils dilate in his preparation to shoot.


    Cool sweat moistens my palms, spreading to my fingertips. I fold my arms over my stomach, clenching the singlet in my fingers. Water drenches my abdomen and legs, absorbing and refracting energy. A cold darkness swirls along my veins with an icy prickle of saturation.


    I gasp. “If you want to live . . . get that gun away from me.”


    Control yourself, my old master Astrakhan used to order, softening the demand with a smile when I’d cry during the video reels of universal atrocities. When you feel, you lose control. View this objectively.


    It’s different now that I’m out. The barrel’s edges frost in a split-second, forming an ice plug. I can’t help . . . feeling. I close my eyes, trying to meditate on the idea of blue skies and clear oceans.


    Not grey. Not pain. Not rage.


    You’re half of me, Victoria. The memory of my mother’s voice lilts in my ear. Don’t deny this side, my side. I left you here because your father’s gift killed him.


    But it will never kill me.


    Power shoots up my body from my toes. Water surges in waves across the floor until everyone stands ankle deep. The soldiers’ bodies warp in the undulations behind the blue.


    “Processing . . . Processing . . .” An electrical charge skims across the lead enforcer’s visor; a red wheel compass half-forming in the air, then fades just as fast to lines in the upper left-hand corner. The broadstream can’t connect to register my heartbeat, face, and name for future reference.


    The soldiers drop their visors into the water. A small red light flashes in the corner of the room before a shrill alarm whines. Then the lights go off, and the blue of my aura reflects in the soldiers’ pale, shocked faces.


    “Get her,” a soldier orders. “Guns ready.”


    I shiver in rage. Hard ice crystals crack away from my skin, solidifying in the water, turning the walls to ice.


    “Victoria.”


    I cut my gaze to Marcus. His hands can’t penetrate the blue, but by the determined expression on his face, he’ll never stop until he does. My heart stutters with the realisation life outside the facility is not like it seems, but here I have a friend. There I had structure and an almost exacting logic. Most people are out to imprison or hurt me every chance they get. But not him.


    “Marcus.”


    He bites out, “Let me in. Take my hand.” He leans into the water against his chest. “Take it, Victoria,” he orders, pressing further into the swell.


    Cries and shouts echo all around us, and the soldiers drop their frozen weapons. Their fingers and hands will be numb by now. “I won’t get the credits,” I say, lowering my guard a little. “I can’t save May or even help them with their drought.”


    “We can still get out. Your sister will live.” His fingertips dip into the blue, and his hand grasps mine. “Got you. Hold steady.”


    A sharp tug and then I’m upright, my wet face pressing against his shoulder, the thin cotton smelling distinctly of leather and gun smoke. His hard muscles bunch beneath my face, and my knees tremble.


    “Let’s get out of here now. Listen, get the door clear,” he calls out to Constance and Casey. Then Marcus swings up his pistol, his large hand dripping wet, but he backs off toward the entrance. “Now if any of you want to live longer than three seconds, I suggest you don’t try to follow us,” he snaps at the soldiers who struggle to free their ankles from ice. “But it looks like that’s not going to happen anyway.”


    We burst out of APEC, and Marcus takes a second, then sprints along the dark wall, keeping to the shadows. In the distance behind us, a few cars cruise past, the drivers talking to passengers, hands nowhere near the wheels. Where the buildings make the air grey, the circular light from the Air Guard glimmers between high rises, and all the people stop to stare upwards. Rings of light touch the ground then retract back up into the ship.


    Why do people allow this to happen? In the training facility, remote viewers or Astrakhan’s ocular cameras monitored my location, but I thought when I left that kind of surveillance, I could enjoy more freedom.


    What kind of place is it on the outside?


    I bounce against Marcus’s body with each jolt, clinging closer to his warm neck, until he sets me on the ground beside Constance who gasps for breath with one hand against the wall.


    “Wait . . .” she pants. “I need . . .”


    “Did you bring your puffer?” he asks.


    She shakes her head. “In my bag. They took it.”


    His piercing stare rests on her. “Take a minute. Breathe.”


    My sight kicks into x-ray, and the white muscle of her heart pounds behind her ribs.


    “That was so . . . traumatic,” she huffs out.


    “I can help.” I slide my hand along her arm, but my gaze zeroes on her lungs, swollen airways and tight muscles. Inflammation hinders her breath. Energy twists around my fingers and soaks into her arm in creeping blue tendrils that soothe her narrow airways. “I’m cooling it down a bit, and then you’ll run longer.”


    Her mouth parts, and her breathing slows then steadies. Her gaze drops to my hand, and then roams to her wet elbow and the water dripping onto the pavement. She stands still for a minute, licking her moist lips and then straightens from the wall. “I can breathe. I’m not thirsty anymore, either. Amazing.”


    I withdraw my hand from her skin. “I didn’t give you too much. You won’t feel sick. I practiced on children who sometimes would stop breathing when they exercised.”


    “What happened back there?” she asks in a murmur. “How come you never told us you could do that?”


    I look up to her pale face, and then shake my head and shrug. She’s not talking about the ambush, but my loss of control. “I’ve been out of the training facility for just over two years, and I spent most of that time on Oshiro making sure they wouldn’t hurt my sister. Yet, I sometimes have difficulty—”


    “Now’s not the time to make a fuss.” Marcus herds us beneath an overhang leading out onto a busy road. More self-driving cars come up and zoom past. The road goes straight ahead, tall light posts changing signals so the cars stop. “We need to figure out how to get back to the ship.”


    Casey opens a pack on his hip and inserts a bud in his ear. “Sarah? Sarah, come in. We’re headed back. It was a trap,” he says into the radio. “Have you had trouble on board yet?”


    I hear radio static, but Constance tugs on my arm. “What did you do with their guns?” she asks.


    “Who cares what she did with their weapons?” Marcus shrugs. “She stopped them; that’s enough for me.”


    I inch closer to him, unable to stop my knees from shaking. A large puddle fills the pavement, and water drips from my hair. A heavy unease prods my stomach. I still haven’t gained control. “We should hurry before they come for us,” I say, stepping forward to merge into a crowd of busy people.


    Marcus draws me tight to his side with a firm grasp on my waist. The tremors stop, and he whispers in my ear, “Careful. Don’t run there yet. Wait for my lead.”


    Shivers skate across my skin, but I resist the urge to lean into him and nod instead.


    Casey holds up a fist. “On three.”


    “We’ll never make it,” Constance whispers, the skin shrinking around her eyes. “There’s the Air Guard and sensors are everywhere. Cameras, too.”


    “Don’t get Victoria all worked up now,” Marcus presses me harder to his side. “I’m not plannin’ to swim back to the ship.”


    Casey points ahead, and then Marcus drags me into the crowd beside Constance. People wear long pants to fight the chill, and heavy woollen jumpers and beanies. Some have eclectic headwear and hair styles, strange black makeup, and piercings. Just before the end of the street, they pull me toward the shadows in an alley between two high-rises. Casey checks for people, then we run down the dark corridor, and Marcus wraps his hand around mine.


    “Where are we going? I thought we were headed back for the ship?” I ask breathlessly alongside him.


    “We are. Going a round-about route though, just in case we get more surprises,” Marcus grunts.


    “What do you think happened to the leaders I talked to on board the ship?”


    “Nothing good, I’d wager.” Marcus’s tone is brusque. “The Oshiro government could be tracking you, considering they didn’t want you off Detera. Stop here.”


    I rub a hand along my forehead and slow beside him. “I can’t believe I’ve brought you so much trouble. You better know who you’re taking back to your home planet.”


    He tilts his head as if studying me. “No trouble. This is my job.”


    Right. My birth gift has a purpose. I am relegated to a job. People use me for my healing ability, but I feel like my real strength remains untapped. Whatever that may be.


    He stares into my eyes and then reaches up to touch my hair, but at Casey’s call, he drops his hand by his side.


    “I got an idea.” The devilment in Casey’s eyes gets my attention. His head turns toward an ambulance out the front of a hospital.


    Marcus blows out a hard breath. “Brilliant.”


    “Well, they won’t expect that.” Constance nods, then turn with hands on her hips. She narrows her eyes on us. “What do you think, Captain?”


    “I think it’s going to have a capsule on board. All the ambulances do. Might not be the newest tech, but better than the one we have.” He withdraws both guns from his holsters, and his muscles harden as his alert gaze roams the lot. Then he regards me steadily with gleaming navy eyes. “Ready?”


    I nod and bite my bottom lip in anticipation. My heartbeat races at the idea of getting a better Med Gen Capsule for May. This is my last chance. It can’t go wrong. “Yes.”


    Casey scans the area and then points at the loading bay.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    The delicious aromas of sizzling bacon and coffee waft through the relaxation zone’s arched doorways on board the ship. My stomach rumbles, but I sink onto the soft, black sofa, swing up my legs to the other armrest and then settle in to study the dried streambed topography on sub-surface water on Qelia, Marcus’s home planet. An easyreader visor skims with frequencies in front of my eyes, but the vibrations make my ears pop with each scene change, causing momentary deafness.


    Can’t be helped. Vibrations from older technology can affect me that way¸ and the visor is an earlier generation than what I’m used to on Echyion.


    Environmental scientists appear on screen to explain the lack of aquifers and channels. Qelia has had no rain for several lifetimes. The last time it rained has become a tale of legend. Crops are grown on top of mountains in the hopes the cloud condensation will be enough moisture to support plant growth. Numerous heat waves have animals dead in fields from lack of water. The engineers have built a pipe framework to assist the people in homes, yet the Qelia government needs to buy water, and the cost is breaking them.


    Ecologically, they are a dying planet.


    And economically, the lack of water affects everything. Even with strict water restrictions, businesses cannot afford to operate. Youth unemployment sky-rockets and farmers go broke, which leads to dismal food security and mass planet exodus. Then the down spiral gets vicious.


    This is my purpose, and my heart dances with excitement at the chance to provide Qelia’s people with a functional and permanent water system. Fifteen minutes into a technical explanation of how their engineers manage the dams, a tap on my boot coincides with a, “Hey,” and I jerk back, flipping up the visor.


    Constance stands at the end of the sofa, swaddled in a green robe and holding a mug in each hand. Her dark glasses slip down her nose, but she sips her drink then smiles. “I brought you a coffee. Can I sit down?”


    I scramble to the other side of the sofa, mortified. “Oh, I’m sorry for taking up so much space.”


    “That’s all right.” She hands over the other cup, looking rather pale in the face, and after my thank you, she continues: “I’m a bit sore from yesterday. This seat is softer than the others.” She sits down, groans and then casts me a knowing grin. “Not used to communal living?”


    Heat builds in my cheeks. “No.” I drop the visor into my lap and take a sip of the hot brew. Rich, creamy coffee slides down my throat and warms my stomach. “This is good. In the facility, there was only me. Well, Astrakhan, too, but he didn’t need to sit at—”


    “Victoria,” April interrupts, sauntering across the dark carpet. She weaves around the small coffee tables and lived-in chairs. Dark green trousers encase her legs, a wide black gun belt sits at her hips, and her brown singlet brings out the cocoa colour of her skin. “Casey told me what you pulled yesterday. Love it.” She grins. “You’ll have to give me every detail over breakfast. Geoff says it’s ready, guys. Let’s go get some food.”


    Constance nods and pushes herself up off the seat. Her body flashes in and out of x-ray. At least her airways look normal, but soon everyone will know I haven’t mastered my emotions. Things children must be taught how to do. The muscles in my chest tighten, and I blow out a few hard breaths through my nose. It takes several blinks before her three-dimensional figure holds, and I rub my eyelids. I’m going to have to explain the incident at APEC. There wasn’t time yesterday with securing May in the new Med Gen Capsule and the hyper jump from Altiosn’s orbit.


    “Worried about your sister? Chester said she’s doing great.”


    April’s at my side, and I run a hand through my loose, long hair. “No, it’s not that. My eyesight keeps flashing in and out.” I ignore her strange stare, place the visor on the armrest and then rise to follow Constance past the television on the wall toward the walkway that leads to the kitchen. Though I can’t miss it—I only need to trace the delicious smells.


    “What do you mean by that?” April asks curiously behind me. “How your eyesight plays up?”


    I cast her a panicked look before stepping over the threshold into the noisy kitchen where everyone lines up to grab a plate from the counter. Marcus turns from the coffee percolator, and his gaze crashes into mine.


    His compelling stare rivets me to the spot, the blue in his eyes drinking me up, and then his appreciative gaze drifts from my serviceable Old Order boots to the clean white singlet to settle on my tumbling hair. A faint light twinkles in the depths of his dark gaze, and a sensuous smile tips up the corners of his mouth.


    My heartbeat thunders in my ears, and then I blurt, “I see in x-ray sometimes.” I slap a hand over my mouth because the words fall into a sudden, horrible silence in the room. Everyone turns to stare at me. Oh, great.


    “Excuse me?” Zach tilts his head and gapes with wide eyes. “You see in x-ray?” Without waiting for me to speak, he strides to the table, clanks his plate down and growls, “Hell. No.”


    April laughs. “What’s your problem now?” She stands behind me in line and throws him a teasing grin. “Worried what you look like underneath those clothes?”


    “As if.” He glares at her, but a dark red stains the scars on his cheekbones, then he drags in his chair so hard the legs scrape against the floor. “Please tell me you can’t do that.” His sudden attention to his breakfast prods me to fill in the silence.


    “It’s part of my water-healing ability,” I murmur. “I can see into cells, I follow the path of water. Everything is a vibration, and I pick up on different ones.”


    “In other words, she’s not looking for cheap thrills,” Constance fills in, taking another sip of her coffee, then grabbing a plate to go sit beside Rick. “Why would she? Look at her. She could be one of those glamorous models on Tachyon, have any guy she wants. I never look that good in the morning. She can’t help what she sees.”


    Everyone once again looks up at me, and I suffer through their scrutiny. “I’m quite ordinary.”


    Marcus chokes on his coffee and sets down the cup with a thump. His mouth pops open, and he simply stares.


    Rick snorts.


    “In looks I am,” I stress.


    Constance shakes her head at me.


    “So why ice?” April asks, spinning a chair around to sit down. She rests her hands on the top of the backrest. “What does that even feel like?”


    “Frosty, baby,” Rick says.


    Rage. My jaw tenses. I grab a plate at the counter and then glance to the table for an empty chair, stalling. The only spot left is beside Marcus. I traipse over, swallow nervously and then sit, loving the spiciness of his cologne and the fresh shampoo scent in his hair. No training in the facility ever prepared me for this kind of attraction.


    He tilts his head and grins in a flash of white teeth so dazzling against his tanned skin. My heart turns over, and the rough cotton singlet feels two sizes too small. Slowly, his gaze slides downward to my mouth, and I can’t help biting my bottom lip. His eyes darken, and my knees turn to mush beneath the table.


    “Victoria, what happened with the ice?”


    I hold a hand to my chest and turn to April, taking in a deep breath. I can’t ignore the question, no matter how much I wish to. Astrakhan’s teachings of the rituals over a dining table are so deeply embedded in my mind, I must follow protocol, although I try to ignore the anxious thudding near my solar plexus. “It’s one of my weaknesses, I’m afraid. Can you please pass the salt?”


    “Weaknesses?” Marcus drawls.


    “Yeah,” Aprils says, “Stop trying to change the subject. Spill.”


    I blow out a breath. Place my knife and fork on the table without making a sound. “I thought I would be caught again, and I wouldn’t be able to save May. When I experience . . . emotion, intense emotion, I leak more power. Sometimes dangerously so.”


    Silence falls, a microwave pings, and then Geoff places a plate of rolls on the table with a tub of butter. He also sets April’s plate in front of her. The warm, delicious aroma of freshly baked bread sharpens my appetite and makes me salivate. He holds onto the back of Rick’s chair, his thick fingers turning red. “Are you serious?” he asks.


    “I just haven’t learnt how to control it at those times,” I say defensively.


    “But you spent years in a training camp.” Marcus frowns. “How does that work? Who trained you?”


    “One of Echyion’s finest and newer models of synthetic humans. But Astrakhan’s uplinks came from the elders.”


    “Whoa, wait up. Hold on.” Marcus raises a hand and leans closer toward me. “Did I hear you right? Synthetic human? You can create water, control it, and heal people all over the universe,” he says indignantly in his deep, drawling voice, “but you were trained by a machine?”


    “All the human masters at the start of my training tried to sell me because I was worth so much. The elders decided an impartial computer would be the best solution. There were no biased—”


    “I see.” Marcus sighs. “You were brought up by a robot and wonder why you have trouble with emotion? Have I got that right?”


    I open my mouth to speak, but nothing comes out, and I just stare at him. “It was the best solution at the time. My mother did it to save my life. So no one could hurt me.” My voice rises in protest at the obvious horror in his eyes. “I was stolen by mercenaries from my home when I was three, plucked right out of my bedroom, but the elders managed to rescue me before I was taken off-planet. My mother feared for my life. She said she’d never forgive herself if it happened again.”


    “That explains a lot actually,” Constance says, buttering her roll. “Your turn of phrase sometimes. I thought it was your mannerisms, but you would’ve picked that up from a robot. Interesting. I’d like to make an academic report on it, if you’re willing.”


    “I . . . I didn’t realise it was so obvious.” I look at my plate. “Astrakhan was programmed to never betray me. He would never sell me out to others for monetary gain. He wasn’t prejudiced, didn’t hate anyone, and the facility was run in relative obscurity.” I rub my forehead and glance at all of them. “It was his impartiality that made the teachings so comprehensive. Many of my earlier human masters warned me not to heal a certain kind of person. Echyion elders don’t believe in superiority. I have been schooled in all things human in preparation for my release from their care.”


    “But you can’t hug a lump of steel,” April points out. “He wouldn’t understand why you’d need chocolate and wine at eleven-thirty at night when you have PMS. You can’t love them like a parent. The most basic thing that makes you human.” Her eyes glisten with tears.


    “Instead, she has her sister,” Marcus replies. “That’s how she experiences love and bonding.” His hand trembles as he runs it through his still wet hair. “Holy hell. This isn’t happening.”


    April knuckles her eyes and sniffs. “Don’t be so hard on yourself, Victoria. You’re a woman. It sounds completely normal to me. You know when I get mad, I blow stuff up, and people get shot. When I’m happy, I bake cookies and shit.”


    Constance laughs. “Victoria, you flooded Oshiro and drew us there. It’s because of your depth of feeling that you found a way off Detera. And now you’re going to heal an entire planet and its people.”


    I stare at her. No one has ever put it quite like that, but she’s right. I can’t fault her logic. It’s because I lost control that news of the flood became common knowledge. “You’re right.”


    “Of course I am,” she says in a pat voice and digs into her bacon and rehydrated eggs. Then she swallows and casually points her fork in my direction. “You’re smart, too. It’s taken these guys ages to figure that one out.”


    Casey, Zach, and April throw bits of roll at her, and Geoff starts yelling about the mess.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    “You don’t seem to be in an awful hurry. I’d like a word.”


    I turn with a start at Marcus’s deep, silky voice. He rests his lean, well-muscled body against the metal railing outside the kitchen and exudes the commanding self-confidence of a star ship captain. His gaze rakes over my figure, and his eyes twinkle darker than sapphires. The firm outline of his shoulders strain against the fabric of his blue long-sleeved shirt, and as he tilts his head, smooth, tanned skin stretches over his high cheekbones.


    A slow, cocky smile curves his lips. “Well?”


    A tingle explodes in the pit of my stomach, and a delicious quiver passes over my skin. My heart drums with the memory of him on top of me at APEC. The wonderful heaviness of his body pressing against mine, his lips hovering so close to my mouth. Oh, sweet universe. Not now. I throttle my wayward thoughts and emotions before they get the best of me. I need a tight lid on my emotions to prevent more water outbursts.


    A little laugh makes me look away. April runs down the stairs to the loading bay. She throws me a devilish wink and then disappears around a corner. I frown at the space behind her and then look around to the other walkways. Everyone else has disappeared. I’m the last one in line to leave the kitchen, as I stayed to fill the water containers.


    “No matter. This won’t take too long,” he says. “Then I’ll let you get back to your tasks.”


    I glance back up at him and can’t help letting my gaze roam over the expanse of his tanned throat revealed by the open neck of his shirt. The overhead light strikes his hair, turning the deep brown into light amber. His lips press together, and then he straightens and strides toward me, his long legs in brown trousers with a wide leather gun belt at his hips. “Something wrong?” he asks.


    “I . . . ah . . .” I attempt to smooth out my brow, but water drips from my fingertips, and my palms tingle. I hide my hands behind my back. He makes me feel things I’ve only read about, and I’m not sure I’m ready for the experience. I certainly can’t tell him. So I tip up my chin, trying to steady my breathing. “Nothing’s wrong.”


    “Are you . . .” He scratches his head and rubs his neck, his gaze dropping to my chest. Then he shrugs, looking uncomfortable and sets his hands on his hips. “Interested in looking at our garden after you sit with your sister? I thought it might make you feel more at home.”


    A bubbling joy threatens to erupt from my chest, and a wide smile curves my mouth. “Really? I’d love to. I have to keep researching Qelia, but I . . .” I meet his soft blue eyes, and a warm glow of contentment flows through me. I step toward him. “I’d like that.”


    His mouth softens. “Uh . . . you can do whatever you want on board.” He steps closer, his gaze on my lips, and the warm, spicy scent of his skin surrounds me. His arms fall by his sides, though he rubs his fingers against his palms. “This isn’t like back in your training facility. I want you to know that. You don’t have to wait for my say so. I’m the captain, but this ship is your home for as long as you need. We want you here.”


    “You do?” I ask in wonder. Then realisation kicks in, and I struggle to hide my grimace. “Of course, for my water.”


    He tilts his head and says, “If it pleases you to think so.” Then he turns and strides with a long-legged grace into the deep shadows at the other end of the walkway.


    I spin around in a daze in the direction of the clinic, leaving wet boot prints in my wake.


    *


    Hydration ends in four hours and counting . . .


    Poor plants. Black soil flattens and then sinks beneath my moist palms. I hum under my breath, kneeling at the edge of a tubular tray in the ship’s food garden. From the second Marcus let me know I could help with the garden two days ago, I knew it’d be a good idea.


    May’s healing rate in the Med Gen Capsule means she’s going to be out soon, and the warm, earthy scents of the garden bring back memories of rich habitats and sanitised rooms. Of Astrakhan and his computer clipboard. Sunlight upon my skin and safety. Healing the stick corpses into lovely, lush plants allows me to think and expend my water energy before we dock at Qelia.


    Constance sits across the room on a stool, swinging one leg while taking notes on a pocketbook computer. She films short clips of the blue aura rippling across my fingers. I almost feel I’m back on Echyion. But now I realise that was never truly my home. I never realised how lonely I’d been.


    It’s a school, a place of transition and learning and held me for so long, it’s strange to be free. If this is what you’d call freedom. From what I’ve seen on Detera and Altiosn, what I think of as freedom, is more like contained control. An invisible cage. I just can’t go, and do what I want, even when my actions don’t hurt others. I’ll be captured and brought back in line. My captivity in Oshiro has shown me that governments are willing to do anything to maintain their power, even to the detriment of their citizens.


    I shuffle to the next wilted tomato seedling. Blue waves surround my hands, sinking into the soil and root system. The cells inside the plant accept my water. The seedling lifts and opens large green water leaves, straightening toward the light emitting diodes. “Hydration ends in two hundred and forty hours,” I say, moving to the next seedling.


    “That’s so beautiful,” Constance whispers. Her soft footsteps draw near, and I switch my gaze to the pocketbook instead of her face. “Have you ever been wrong about the length of time?”


    “At the start of my training,” I acknowledge. “Not anymore.”


    “You’re almost finished fixing this entire garden. What else do you want to say to the camera?”


    I hesitate, then glance back at the tiny green plant. “Life in all its forms is the miracle. Giving life is the greatest blessing. It’s worth everything I go through to be able to touch a plant’s stem,” I reach for the stalk with my index finger, “and rehydrate it. Healing makes me feel complete.”


    Constance presses the notebook’s screen and then flips the cover closed. She shoves the device into the breast pocket of her long-sleeved white shirt and crouches to my level. “I get this feeling the last two days I’ve been filming you . . . a sense of urgency because you want to heal everything. You’re going to take me places I’ve never been to before.” Her face turns serious, and she pushes her glasses up her nose, the lenses magnifying the keen intelligence in her eyes. “You’re a fascinating study. Don’t hold back because I’m pure human, and you think I won’t understand or can’t take it. I’m behind you one hundred percent.”


    I raise my eyebrows at her and grin. “Except when your vast knowledge tells you differently, like when you knew the trade was wrong on Altiosn.”


    She laughs. “Yeah, except then. Like I said—” She taps her head and stands. “—smart. Well, I’m going to upload the information to the database. You’re welcome to come along.”


    “That’s all right.” I survey the remaining seedlings. “I’m going to stay here a while. I need to use the water, and it’s fun.”


    “Need?”


    I smile up at her. “Oh, okay, take the pocketbook out again,” I say, hoping to satisfy her curiosity. “Record this.”


    She nods and opens the device. “Go.”


    “If I don’t use my water, it will become overwhelming. I could accidentally flood a room while I’m sleeping. I’d survive but others wouldn’t.”


    “What?” Her rounded eyes peek over the top of the pocketbook.


    “Keep recording,” I say. “Focus in on this. My nana could manipulate fire, but she needed a way to use the flame before it consumed or alerted others. She set up a pottery business to hide her gift. My water is the same. Astrakhan used to open the door to my abode and be swept away in the flood. The older I get, the more I need to use the water. A human would have drowned many times over.” I flick the soil at my fingernails. “Another reason a synthetic human was necessary.”


    “How often do you need to use it now?” Constance asks, obviously trying to keep her voice clinical.


    “Every day is best. My water is a part of me. The two cannot be separated. Ever.” I stare into the tiny camera and say, “It’s like holding your breath. Let it build for too long, and it will burst out in one big whoosh. I dumped a lot in Oshiro, so I had better control in the desert.”


    “Is that what happens with your emotions as well?” Constance prods. “How your water-healing ability seems to merge with them? You let them build up, then when they’re let loose . . .”


    “All those academics are going to wet their pressed little panties when they see this.”


    I blow out a breath and turn to look up at April, thankful her interruption means I don’t have to answer Constance’s question. None of the crew have talked about my emotions at all since I told them in the kitchen. And it’s not a subject I want to dwell on, since I don’t like thinking about my weaknesses. I rub my soiled hands on my pants. “Hi.”


    “You look comfortable down there.” April grins and leans against a dark green passion fruit vine twisting up a white pillar. “Got some good news. The cap’n wants to see you in the clinic with the doc. Better hustle. Your sister’s healed, and she’s out of the Med Gen—”


    A cry rips from my lips as I lurch to my feet and then sprint out the door. The walkway shudders and creaks beneath my feet as I fly along, and my heart pumps furiously. Everything blurs with my tears until I see her beautiful, pale face inside the clinic door, staring up at Chester who crouches beside her.


    I scrub at my tears and shout, “May.”


    “Sis!” she cries as she looks up at me and smiles so wide my heart cannot stand it.


    I open my arms and widen my stance, and then she flies into my arms. I clutch her to me, swinging her around. I dot her tiny face with kisses and then bury my face in her small neck. She smells of warmth and family.


    “Let me look at you,” I mutter, lifting her paper gown to check the wound on her abdomen. It’s gone except for a slight scar. “Oh, thank heavens.” My hands shake, and I still can’t catch my breath. I smile at Marcus, Chester, April—all of them—they helped me. “Thank you,” I say, my voice breaking, “thank you, thank you. Oh, May, bub, it’s so good to see your face.”


    I gaze into her eyes, and I’m not ready for the blue when it comes. I cry out, and my toes tingle, then energy sweeps my body, encasing us both in ripples of water. I have to let it come, allowing the wave to move through me as I ride the crest. My hair streams out above me, and the blue forms a winding loop, lifting us clear off our feet. Her skin shimmers in my vision, and then my water seeps into her scar tissue to heal the skin. Forcing her cells to go plump. Finally, the water drops us with a huge splash to the floor, and my feet land back on the ground.


    “Your scar is healed,” I say in a liquid tone.


    “Tori,” Maybelle begins in a bewildered voice, her soft, tiny arms tight around my neck, “where are we?”


    I laugh, tears of happiness in my eyes.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    The ambient noises from the ship’s engines do their best to drive me crazy at first. I wrap a pillow around my ears, glaring up at the cream-coloured ceiling. The hum vibrates in my muscles, and I groan, shifting face down on my narrow cabin bed.


    I’m too sensitive to have a restful sleep with constant sound. But eventually exhaustion makes my muscles loosen, and my lids droop over stinging eyes. The dark, metallic colours of the cupboards and walls fade inside the cabin. May cuddles my arm, and I hold her hand. Sleep claims her all at once, and I turn off the lamp with a smile, because the feel of her tiny, warm hand in mine is wonderful.


    A terrified scream pierces the room, and my eyes open instantly. I jack-knife into a sitting position, panting and then switch on the bedside lamp. May’s legs twist beneath the covers, tugging them around her. Her head tosses against the hard pillow.


    She moans. “Nooo . . . Nooo . . .” Sweat slicks her forehead, and she kicks me in the side. Hard.


    I grab her foot and then touch her face with my other hand. Her skin glistens in the cast of golden light. “May? Bub, wake up. You’re having a nightmare. It’s okay.”


    A long, pitiful moan slips from her lips. “Tori?” She turns her head to face me and blinks. “I had one of those dreams again.” Her voice catches, and tears glitter on the skin beneath her eyes.


    “I heard,” I murmur, pulling her close. “Nothing can hurt you here.” I rub my hand down her small back and then sing the lullaby I remember from a nursery rhyme book in the facility, my voice lilting with the tune. Over and over, I sing, keeping my voice low and soft to soothe her back to sleep. I think of how in this universe all we have is each other, and how I’ve longed for someone to love. Now our mother is dead, I fill that role for May. I can give her all my pent-up joy and love, and she’ll soak it up like a tiny flower.


    Her head falls onto my neck, and although her breathing slows, she doesn’t fall asleep. “I don’t want to go back to sleep again,” she whimpers. “When I do, those men will be there. They always are.”


    My heart pinches. “Come on, May. They have powdered chocolate in the kitchen. I’ll see if they have marshmallows. Would you like a hot chocolate?”


    She nods, her blonde hair lank about her shoulders. She grabs hold of my neck, squeezing my hips between her knees so hard I don’t have to hold her at all when I stand. I exit our cabin and follow the walkway to the kitchen as quietly as I can, but a soft, clanking noise alerts me someone else is in the kitchen.


    Zach sits at the table, bent over the assortment of guns placed on the surface in perfect alignment. He rubs a soft cloth over the metal parts and looks up when we enter. “Thought I heard a scream.”


    I set May on the floor. “She gets nightmares from Oshiro,” I mutter, looking at my sister then the weapons on the table, unsure if I’ve ever seen so many guns in one place. “Ah . . . maybe you should sit at the counter,” I suggest to May, catching her hand. “Come on.”


    “Oh, there’s room here,” Zach says, clearing a spot near a chair. “Take a seat.”


    My little sister no longer trembles but stands and stares at Zach. Finally, she steps closer to him. “Why do you have marks on your face?”


    I groan, wishing for some kind of filter between her brain and mouth, but Zach laughs. At the sound, I open my eyes to find him half-turned toward her.


    “Because men hurt my family a while ago. I lost my wife and children. I managed to escape but not before this.” He gestures to both his cheeks. “Does it bother you?”


    May shakes her head and steps closer to the table, her gaze moving over the guns. “My daddy and mummy were killed, too. Then my nana.” She pulls out the chair and sits down, perching her tiny frame on the edge. “I miss them every day. Why do you have so many guns?”


    Zach’s brow lowers, but he answers, “They’re not all mine. I’m cleaning them. I’m one of the captain’s gun hands. It’s my job this month to take care of the weapons.” He smiles. “And, you know what? I have nightmares, too.”


    May tips her head up, her eyes wide and shining as she twists the over-sized shirt in her thin fingers. “You do? Tori’s making me a hot chocolate. Do you want one?”


    Zach chuckles, his teeth a flash of white against his obsidian skin. “It’s okay. I have my water.”


    I shrug and head for the cupboards, then set a cup and the powdered chocolate on the bench. At least, there are no more tears in May’s eyes, and she’s distracted from her nightmare. I wait over the kettle until it boils, the steam warming my face. After getting everything ready, I set the hot chocolate before her, far enough away from the edge so she can’t spill it.


    “No marshmallows, I’m afraid.” I sit down at another clear spot opposite her. “Try your drink. I didn’t make it too hot.”


    Instead, her hand sneaks for the gun closest to her.


    Zach and I warn at the same time, “Careful.”


    She draws back her hand with a small pout.


    Zach laughs again. “I’m sure your sister doesn’t want you touching a weapon like that.”


    “I have before,” May protests. “My dad said something was going to happen when Tori got old enough to leave the facility. She’s too powerful. He showed me how to hold one. He was scared they’d hurt me.”


    A deep sadness wells within me, and I nod. “When Oshiro’s acting president was trying to grab me, she shot them, and they lasered her. She used a gun when they came for my mother and step-father on Echyion. I think it saved her life.”


    “Right.” Zach looks up at me, as if asking permission. I nod, because Zach has shown me trustworthy behaviour, and what he teaches her can save her life. I rest my elbows on the table, cheek in palm, pleased when a slow smile animates May’s face.


    Zach scratches the skin near his eye, then asks, “Do you know all the safety precautions?”


    She shakes her head, and then takes a sip of her hot chocolate.


    His lips press in a thin line. “It’s a sad world when a child needs to learn this for her protection.” He pushes back his chair to rise. “But what the hell . . . Just let me get another water.”


    I casually reach out for his tin cup, and the blue winds from my hand to the pad of my fingertip. The skin tingles, and water rushes into the glass. When I look back up at him, his skin shimmers, and the first layer disappears. I tilt my head, seeing into his dermis and hypodermis to the cross-section of injured skin on his face. Not a knife wound, because the gashes would have been too wide. The collagen proteins align in one direction. “I can heal your scars,” I say. “My water can break down some of the collagen, and new proteins will replace it. It might take a few sessions.”


    Silence falls, and I rub my eyes, blinking. When my vision goes back to normal, I glance up at him, waiting for his answer.


    “That’s all right.” His face is still, but he swallows, rubbing his chin. “I reached a turning point in my life when I got these scars. They made me fight, and now they remind me of the family I lost and the challenges I won. They remind me to never give up.”


     

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    My first impression of Marcus’s home planet is of blistering heat.


    Qelia’s double suns glare overhead, and humidity boils in the dusky blue sky. No white clouds scud across the upper atmosphere. Sarah piloted the ship to land on one of lesser known docking yards to the north of Flioqe where a plateau of sun-baked terrain stretches toward a shimmering horizon.


    I stand on the bottom of the ship’s ramp, breathing in the scent of dirt and dust, and my shoulders droop in my Old Order clothes. They’re the most formal ones I own. Sultry heat ripples in endless waves from the ground, turning the air into a thick wall of warmth. I frown as my gaze sweeps from the blinding morning sunshine beyond the bay door to the dim, metallic interior of the ship.


    My journey will lead me from air-conditioned comfort into a searing oven—a circumbinary planet. Hotter than the Oshiro desert, for certain, but I may be biased because of my eagerness to see Qelia after breakfast. I had been bouncing on tiptoes until the ship’s door lowered.


    Now sweat dots my upper lip, and my fringe frizzes. No birds fly or caw; there’s no breeze or animals at all. A land bereft of trees spans all the way to the horizon. Worse, I can’t discern any water vibrations—nothing.


    I turn to Marcus and swallow hard. The suns’ white rays cook the hairs on my head. The easyreader visor never mentioned the type of planetary system, and this is the first time I realise the gravity of the situation. “Oh.”


    He halts his progress on my left, staring at me with raised eyebrows. “Oh?”


    “Mm.” I step off the ramp and then tread across the parched, sunburnt ground to the edge of a small slope, which leads to the vast emptiness of the plateau. Again, I close my eyes, trying to find water, because I have never been anywhere I can’t scout the vibration. My stomach rolls in dread. “I just . . . can’t feel anything but those suns,” I say in a quiet voice. Hydration ends in . . . no . . . that can’t be right. It’s not possible.


    Yet, I haven’t been wrong since I hit thirteen. The suns are the clue. Qelia’s leaders are not going to be happy with what I may have to do. I open my eyes, bend my neck and then rub the sweat from my nape.


    “Nothing?” He sighs heavily and slips down the small bank, pebbles rolling and crunching under his leather boots. “Is that going to be a problem?”


    I dig my fingers into the dust, looking beneath the ground, not seeing with my physical eyes but with my mind. The gypsum gives way until there’s nothing but bedrock. I grimace, tipping my face up to the sky. “Double suns. One of the rare, circumbinary planet systems. No aquifers, water tables, or ground water of any kind, and my reach goes for miles. This is far worse than the desert on Oshiro. I guess the visor recordings never spoke of this because they assumed everyone knew.” My heartbeat thuds sluggish and heavy.


    “What can you do?” he asks, frowning. “We’re not a lost cause, are we?”


    “It might not be what I can do,” I say carefully, “but rather what your leaders allow me to do.” I blink, unable to meet his eyes, fearing he will see right through me. “The landscape will need to change somewhat.” I almost choke on the understatement. “It would be wonderful to have a land elemental. But in the meantime, it’s all going to depend on the technology your planet has to store water. I need to talk to your scientists and engineers.”


    “Land elemental,” he says, a smile tugging at his lips. “Let’s put that one on the list, shall we?” The sleeves on his brown shirt roll all the way up to his biceps, and the hairs on his strong forearms shine in the light. He rests his hands on his lean hips, spins and then saunters toward the hovercraft.


    His taut buttock muscles flex beneath the pale trousers. My mouth dries, and the back of my hand swipes the sweat my forehead as a sneaky grin curves my mouth. I bite my bottom lip, trying to concentrate on the water problem, not Marcus. Focus, Tori. My cotton corset grows too heavy and scratchy, and then water circles my arms.


    “Wait.” I hurry toward the hovercraft because I need to get out of this sun before—too late. Ripples of water surge over my body, filling my boots and dripping from my fingertips to splash in the dust. Great, I’ll appear as if I’ve been dunked underwater and make squishing sounds when I meet Qelia’s leaders. If I attempt to skim the water off my body, I’ll just reproduce more. The sodden white lace blouse sticks to my skin as I try to peel the fabric from my breasts. I sigh, saying a silent apology to Astrakhan, as I’ve yet to be able to heed his advice to make a good first impression.


    “I have towels,” May calls from the hovercraft less than five metres away, waving a white cloth in her hand. She looks up at April who sits beside her with something akin to awe. “April gave them to me. Did you know she’s a gunfighter?”


    I grin. “Yes, but I don’t think I need them, May. I’ll air dry in five seconds flat, then my water will kick in again.”


    Marcus laughs, pulling open the driver’s side door of the hovercraft to ease his tall frame onto the seat. “Maybelle, why don’t you come up front and sit next to your sister? I can show you both the sights as we get closer to the city.”


    “Okay.” Without hesitation, she scrambles between the seats to the front, squeezes in and presses her knees together. A toothy grin lights her face. “Geoff makes the best pancakes.”


    “That he does,” Marcus says in his deep voice, smiling at her.


    The front passenger door opens with a hard crack, but I slide onto the seat, and May hands me a towel. “Thanks, bub,” I say, rubbing the nubbly cloth over my face and hair. “Take my hand,” I tell her, reaching for her fingers.


    She keeps looking up at Marcus, but she does as I say, and his gaze lifts over her head to catch mine. He grins in lazy approval. My heart jolts and arm tingles as I push more water into her body. I blink, pull back my hand and then turn to the backseat. “April?”


    Her hand slaps into mine in a strong grip. The prickle of saturation seeps down my fingers into her hand and then slides into her cells.


    “Constance?” She accepts my hand, and I rehydrate her. “Casey,” I say next. His fingers are broader and palm thicker, with cells far thirstier than April’s. It’s at least a minute or two before I’m done with him. “Marcus . . .” I begin, “will you . . . ?”


    He cuts me a brilliant grin, temporarily shifting his gaze from steering the hovercraft across the barren, flat ground to lift his elbow without taking his hands off the wheel. “Go for it, beautiful.”


    My insides flutter with excitement, but I breathe out, trying to be calm and slip my hand around the firm, warm skin of his upper elbow.


    His arm muscles bunch, and his breath catches, sounding uneven. An unsettling desire to press my lips against his smooth skin sends a warming tingle through me.


    His arm tenses further, but water submerges his cells, the liquid molecules passing through his cell membranes. I want to slide my hand up under his sleeve to feel the hot skin, but I can’t do that. Instead, I swallow and release his arm, fisting my fingers to rid myself of the strange urge, and he sends me a knowing smile that sends my pulse racing.


    “Up ahead is one of the first settlements, built when oceans and jungles spanned the territories, and Qelia was lush. Some ruins remain, but much of the original habitats are gone,” Marcus says. “It’s still a working community. Farther past the settlement are the rock formations and canyons that edge the city’s borders. My father worked on the wells in the widest canyon.”


    I nod, hopeful at the mention of wells. “How far away is the city?”


    “Twenty minutes or so in flying time.” He shifts a gear, and the engine revs as he swerves round a boulder. “First, I’m going to make a quick trip home.” His look is sudden to me, as if gauging my reaction. “My mother lives at the settlement.”


    I nod, uncertain of how I should respond. “Okay.” I imagine what his house looks like . . . maybe some sort of underground place or a construction, which shelters his mother from the sweltering heat. “I’d like to meet your family.”


    “Good.” He grins, presses his foot harder on the accelerator, and the hovercraft skims across the ground. “I promised my mama I’d bring someone like you home one day.”


    *


    I feel strange, as if I’m about to be taken somewhere new without any bearings. The little white dots in the distance loom the closer we approach the settlement, and I can’t quell the butterflies in my stomach. Finally, the township emerges in a valley with a huge rock formation behind it. The community is larger than I expect. All the buildings seem to be made of the local stone and follow similar structural lines with hard right angles.


    This is nothing like my dwelling in the facility—clean lines, metal, and white space. A huge, squashed dome-like structure with walls of windows looking out to bright daylight. Endless lawns, trees, and one of the biggest, bluest lakes on Echyion. I’d lean against the flex glass, resting my forehead on my arm, soaking in the late afternoon sunshine. My hair tied back in a regulation plait, the green cotton clothes floating around my waist and legs. I’d look out to the landscape, trying to envision my future the way I can so easily see water.


    It has never occurred to me I can’t, because I see rhythms, the seasons, right into the basic structures of life, and I simply believe I can.


    I’ve grown some of the lushest habitats on Echyion, and as the years advanced, the less I relied on Astrakhan, whereas he depended on the computerised tanks or geological models the elders insisted I use. Water gives me the power to create worlds and break down boundaries, to live to my full potential.


    But visiting Flioqe is akin stepping back into a primitive era like on the digital video uplinks Astrakhan suggested I view in the hopes of learning ancient well construction. Dust scours the ground, scattering sand and dirt against the low houses, leaving a film of pale orange and brown grime. I only hope I can help these people and this planet.


    By the time Marcus parks the hovercraft at a deep yellow, box-like house, my hair is so wind whipped, it’ll take me hours to untangle the strands. I take a deep, calming breath, but my heart slams against my ribs. Faintness leaches into my limbs, leaving me with an empty feeling in my stomach instead of butterflies. Afraid I’m about to be sick, I scrape a hand through my knotty hair and exit the hovercraft, waiting for my sister, my legs twitching.


    “Nervous?” Marcus asks.


    I don’t meet his eyes, pasting a smile on my face. “No, why do you think that?”


    He chuckles, climbs out his side with his usual economy of movement and then strides around the front of the hovercraft. He reaches his tanned hand to touch my left sleeve. “Other than the look on your face, that gives it away.”


    My skin almost sizzles at his touch, and I look down at my soaking wet arms. With a groan, I say, “I’m a mess. I can’t meet your mother like this. I’ll make a bad impression.”


    He grins at me, widens his stance, and the angular line of his face holds a sheen in the fierce light. “That’s not possible, Victoria. And don’t worry.” He helps Maybelle down from the seat. “My mother’s not frightening.”


    “She’s sweet.” April steps closer to my side. “Just watch out for—”


    A sudden chorus of childish screams makes my heart leap in fright. Yes, but will she like me? Children, at least ten of them, stream out from the side of the house, all of various ages, dressed in practical shifts for the heat.


    “Marcus! Marcus!” they scream, holding up their arms. “What have you got for us?”


    He laughs, bending to lift two girls high on his arms. “I brought someone back,” he corrects, with a smile at me. The others all mob his legs, chattering at once.


    “The kids,” April finishes, patting her pockets. “Now where did I put those lollies?”


    A too-thin elderly woman emerges at the front door, her face wreathed in a huge smile, grey hair rolled in a bun. She looks the epitome of tired happiness at seeing Marcus even though her cheekbones protrude, and her skinny arms rest against the door jamb. “Now Marcus, it’s so good to see you, but I just never thought I’d see the day when we’d be able to tear you away from your ship.”


    “Only a short visit, Mama,” he says, walking over to her to kiss her cheek. “Then we’re going to the city. You’re holding up well.”


    She smiles and meets his eyes directly.


    I fidget, unsure of what to say or even if Marcus will introduce me. A little girl peers up at me with wide eyes and steps closer to my leg. I frown at the sight of her chapped lips and dry skin. The edges of her mouth bleed and peel. She can’t be more than five, with big, almond brown eyes and hair the same colour.


    “Let me help you,” I say softly, cupping her soft, hot cheek in my palm. The skin on my hand prickles, and the blue flows into her face. She closes her eyes, and I know she’s feeling the water seep into her cells because I can sense it flooding from mine.


    When she opens her eyes at me, I see pure innocence and life.


    Marcus’s mother stands right beside me, and her eyes are suspiciously wet. This close the sunshine highlights the thinness of her skin. “I don’t think I’ve ever been more pleased to see someone in my entire life. Say thank you, Becky,” she says to the little girl.


    “Thank you,” Becky whispers.


    “She was left on my front door when she was just a baby. But I get all my other children at different ages. Marcus here was a little ball of energy when I first got him.”


    Marcus chuckles and says, “Lela is my adopted mother. She took me in when I was three. Mama, this is Victoria.” He rests a firm hand on the small of my back and urges me toward his mother.


    Her gaze falls to his hand on my back, and a friendly smile curves her lips. “Welcome, Victoria. It’s great to meet you, I’m truly honoured.” She holds out her hand, and her long, thin arm looks frail, but that’s not what troubles me the most.


    I tilt my head at the slight wheeze in her chest, hold her hand, and my sight dives beneath her skin, straight into her cells. This is not how I imagined my introduction with Marcus’s mother would go. “Thank you, it’s wonderful to meet you as well,” I say and then frown. “Did you know you have . . . ?” Her hand tenses around mine. I stop and look up into her face, unable to finish the question.


    She nods, pulling her hand from my grasp. “Yes.” She laughs and wipes her hands on her apron nervously. “I always thought those tales about water healers were myth. But you’re the real deal. Becky’s face looks so much better.” Lela sighs. “The days seem to be getting longer and harder here, and I just don’t have the money to buy creams anymore, not with Walter dying last summer and the mines closing up. It’s a relief to have you here, knowing you can help with the situation. We’ve all been praying for help,” she says, unable to hide the tears in her eyes or the weariness in her tone.


    “Take my hand again.” I step closer to her, into the shade cast by the rectangular door. “This might take more than one session, but I’ll come back until it’s all gone.”


    Marcus’s breathing catches beside me, and Lela hesitates.


    “Go on, Mama,” he says. “It’s no trick. You know I would never do that to you.”


    She slips her delicate, wrinkled hand into mine. I grip it. She’s tougher than she looks to survive this world and raise so many adopted children, but she’s dying. Blood cancer. The blue has a mind of its own now and knows what to do. “Get ready,” I say. “Allow it to come. Let’s get that stuff out of you.”


    The rush and prickle vibrates from my toes, building in my thighs, coiling up into my stomach, and then I lower my other hand on top of hers, following my own advice to let the blue come through. Water twines around my arms and surges into hers. She sucks in a breath, and then the rush sweeps up my neck, face, and into my ears. My hair streams out over my head until we’re both encased in my blue aura.


    “It’s . . . cool,” she stammers, “mmm . . . so nice.”


    I don’t catch the rest of what she says. I identify the cells, my awareness expanding, and then order my water to break down the cells. Her temperature climbs alarmingly high with her body fighting my intrusion, but I keep it under control by cooling other parts of her system. She groans and wobbles. Someone slips a chair beneath her, and she sinks into it, but I don’t let go, crashing to my knees on the dirt.


    Finally, everything quietens, and my blue eases into a gentle cascade, running down my arms and legs. Working from the inside out, I push the broken cells to the surface of her skin, washing them away onto the hard, sunburnt ground.


    Her grip releases mine slowly, but I rise to my feet and say, “If I can, I’ll come back tomorrow.” Steam rises off my clothes from the heat of the suns. “If not, I won’t leave this planet until I see you again.”


    Lela opens her hand fully and her eyes, and I’m glad to see the brown irises glitter with new life. “Thank you, that was amazing. I feel . . . so much better.” She sighs and takes a second or two, then edges to the front of the chair, her skin smooth and clear. The back of her hands are plump and smooth as she grips the chair’s arms. “I can’t remember the last time I felt this good.”


    “More energy to tackle the children now. I’m thinking we should stay and try some of your sun tea.” Marcus puts his hands on his hips and grins at me. “Lela makes the best sun tea you’ll ever have.”


    We stay for a drink, and Marcus acts the most happy and comfortable I’ve ever seen him. It’s a bit of a shock to see him easily chatting to his mother at the back of the house and playing with all the children under the shade of a stone roof. April hands around lollies from a bench, pretending she hates getting mobbed by little hands. Constance and Casey pass over a pocketbook and an easyreader. I fill all the water containers in the small stone house while May plays tiggy with the children. Twenty minutes later, as we leave for Flioqe, I am so happy and grateful for the welcome I have received, I can’t stop smiling. Plus the expression I glimpse in Marcus’s gaze every now and then makes me glow inside.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    It takes us half an hour to fly past the canyons into Flioqe City. Rock formations and sandstone ruins scatter the terrain, but I can see the area will be a good spot for trees.


    Hot wind buffets my ears from the open-roofed hovercraft, and I choke down a few mouthfuls of sand and dirt. I angle closer to May, hoping my shoulders offer her some shade, even though the white orbs burn high in the sky. The skin on her arms feels clammy, and sweat dampens her nape.


    My gaze roams along the buildings and ground that are the same cooked beige. Houses have arched doorways or cylindrical walls. A few arches are merely walkways between houses with discarded boxes, steel barrels, potted plants, and bicycles leaning against the sandstone. The roofs have solar panels or plastic, which makes me think the people have indoor gardens.


    Thin metal sheets cover parts of the street through the town to offer shade, but it’s more of a sporadic effort—like the shade of a single leaf in a desert.


    Marcus slows the hovercraft, and then he turns to me, squinting in the sunlight. “Flioqe used to border a wealthy port. Only relics, shipwrecks, and texts remain to describe the time.”


    I nod in amazement. It’s astonishing to me—how worlds can shift and barely hold a trace of what they once were. He drives along a different wide dirt track, and the scenery changes to better built homes where pretty, buffed stones hang in doorways, and hessian sacks with white drawings cover metal poles. We cruise closer, and signs of ‘Welcome Water Healer,’ are written all over the stone walls. Debris rolls away from the wind whipped up beneath the hovercraft.


    “They know I’m coming,” I say, slipping my arm around May’s waist.


    “I can’t see.” She climbs onto my lap, her rapt gaze on all the houses, but her jostling hurts my stomach. After one sharp kick, I slide across to the middle, giving her some room. However, that means I’m closer to Marcus, and the fabric of his pants touches my skirt. His thigh muscles tense. I draw in his scent, close my eyes, and smile, enjoying his presence.


    He steers the hovercraft toward large, black, open gates at the end of a massive corridor guarded by men in dark brown uniforms and customised rederiams, a mechanical hat which offers full body protection. In theory, you can walk across the desert with a rederiam. One look at me and they grab the trumpets by their sides. The blast carries from one guard to the next, on and on, until Marcus turns to me and says, “This is the city centre. Get ready for it.”


    “Wait. For what?” Ripples of darkness and light move over my head with the arched stone sections, and the trumpets blare so loudly I can’t hear myself think.


    Marcus’s face turns hard and all business, and then a nervous feeling hits the pit of my stomach. Another horn blows from somewhere, and cries and screams drown out the sound. People rush at the hovercraft, children faster than the adults as they slip through the crowds. A blur of smiles and faces fill my vision, arms reaching out, then the guards intercept, plucking children and men from the doors.


    I drag May back into my lap, chest heaving. “May, hang onto me. What’s happening?”


    “They’re saying hi.” Marcus grins at me, then guns the hovercraft, and the engine rumbles.


    Constance taps me on the shoulder. I cast her a panicked look, but she smiles. “The leaders have the footage we sent to Altiosn. They broadcasted it to all the citizens at the last town meeting two days ago. They know what you can do, and that this will be your first proper water healer welcome.”


    Her words slap me back to reality. That’s right, it’ll be time to say goodbye soon. And I have to act professional while I let all my newfound friends go. It’s going to be just May and I again. Although, I’ve trained for this, I can’t help being overwhelmed and afraid. But this is my purpose, I have something to do.


    People run alongside the hovercraft, waving and cheering. I wave back with a smile. Most of the crowd wears rags or long robes and even makeshift hats. The colours are muted, natural browns and grimy yellows. Faded blacks. I can’t help contrasting them to the colours in Echyion—natural dyes of the lush surroundings. The difference between peacefulness and hard brightness. In a way, I’m guilt-ridden by their excitement, knowing it comes from not having the necessities of life. How can the guards have such nice clothes and rederiams when the people don’t? I shouldn’t feel mad about that, but I can’t help it. What must it be like to live in a world where water isn’t freely given?


    My voice echoes from a loud speaker, and I stare up at the two widescreen billboard panels on either side of the town square. I’m sitting in a chair, hands cupping a water sphere. The footage from the ship repeats on a loop. I take a deep breath, letting a stoic, professional mask slip over my face. Astrakhan and the elders would have been proud. I am no longer just Tori here. I’m finally wearing my water healer face.


    That also means Qelia’s leaders will be recording my arrival for everyone to watch later. The elders on Echyion will see what’s come of me after my release. But I’ve changed in so many ways on the inside.


    The entry opens up to a huge circular arena, and guards line the perimeter. The crowd waves, cheering louder than ever behind steel barricades, waving banners and tin signs. Their shouts echo off the closed shops and a shaded platform where neatly dressed officials stand with hands behind their backs and smiles on their faces. A flight of steps leads to a huge stone podium to my far left. A building between the two must be a government facility because steel doors barricade the front entrance.


    As the sunlight strikes the ground, the walls seem to magnify the temperature, and in contrast, the shade feels too cold. I look at the top of May’s head, seeing pink scalp through her blonde hairs. She’s burning. I grit my teeth, but force myself to keep smiling. How do all the other parents cope with worrying about their children getting burnt? Rederiams are freely given on Echyion.


    I sit straighter and wave, my arm outstretched. I smile at the children, the mothers and fathers, wanting to show these people I am not superior to them. And I’m glad my hair isn’t in order like the officials, that my clothes are threadbare and borrowed and I have a child by my side. Imprisonment has given me a taste of what it feels like to be at the mercy of people in power, to live without hope.


    The crowd’s cheers become so loud, I don’t notice when Marcus stops the hovercraft at the front of the platform. When I do, I turn back to him, tears in my eyes.


    “Wait there, Victoria,” he says, in his deep, drawling voice. He jumps from the hovercraft, strides around to open the passenger door and then helps May on the ground. While the cheers and my heartbeat reverberates in my ears, he holds out a hand to me. A sheen of sweat glistens on his palm, and his gaze narrows on me as though he can see straight through the efficient and skilful persona I’m trying to maintain.


    His warm, firm grasp steadies me. After helping me from the hovercraft, he’s slow to release my hand, his fingers trailing away.


    “The minister of Flioqe is waiting up there,” Marcus says, gesturing to the podium with a wet hand. “He’s the one to the far left in the light brown coat. Don’t be scared, he’s a good man. I can’t say much for the rest of them.” Musicians break into song beside the platform, and the crowd joins in on the unfamiliar song, their bodies stock still in the sunlight.


    “What do you mean?” I frown up at Marcus.


    He presses his lips together, shakes his head, and the light shines off his brown shoulder suspenders. He stands still, singing along with the rest of the crowd, until the song ends. Then he turns his back to the officials, leaning toward my ear. “Most of them are from Qelia’s capital. Flioqe is just a small city stuck out in the middle of nowhere. They’re probably here to persuade you to move—all kind-like.”


    I shiver at the warning in his tone and glance up to the officials on the dais. The minister’s smile seems a little strained at my hesitation, and another man holds wide a white robe. I grasp May’s hand out of habit, force back the butterflies in my stomach and wave back at the crowd again who cheer for all they’re worth.


    “Water healer! Water healer!” they chant over and over, their feet stamping the ground in a thunderous rhythm.


    “I know you have to go and get your pay, but stay with me. Help me watch May for ten more minutes please. I need you,” I say into Marcus’s ear, then look up into his eyes. He holds my stare for long seconds, his black pupils growing fat, and blue irises darkening.


    A muscle leaps in his jaw, but he nods, resting both hands on the guns at his hips. “April, Casey,” he calls. “We have a mission.” He nods at Maybelle.


    April and Casey step close with Constance by their side. April cocks a shotgun and says, “She’s safe. Go do what you have to do.”


    “Thank you.” I bend down. “May, I need you to stay with Marcus for a second, please? These people need my help. I have to go up there.”


    “What? I can’t hear you,” she shouts.


    I talk into her ear, and then she nods, pulling her tiny hand from mine to grasp his. “Okay. I love you.”


    My heart melts, and I kiss her smooth, hot cheek, ensuring her hair covers the tips of her ears. “I love you, too, bub. Keep safe. Don’t run away from them.”


    When I stand, Marcus’s gaze meets mine, giving me strength. I take in a deep breath and then walk over the rough flagstones to the platform stairs. At the top, I smile back at the minister and say, “Official greetings, Minister of Flioqe. I am the water healer from Echyion, Victoria Undine. I am here to help your world.”


    He smiles with such delight, tears glisten in his eyes, and he shakes my hand, his arm trembling. “Welcome, welcome, my dear. I mean—Water Healer, we’ve waited a long time for someone like you. Please, would you wear this robe as a token of our gratitude for visiting Qelia?”


    “I would be honoured.” I spin around and face the crowd, sliding my arms into the cool, smooth sleeves of the white robe. Obviously, Qelia’s version of the traditional robes of water healers. More shouts fill the air. Once I have the robe on and the lapels flutter down, it’s time to be strong, to give these people what they need. Which means no slip ups and to conduct myself in a respectful trade.


    Clear crystals line the outside of the robe, refracting the harsh sunlight. Right. They need a break from all the heat. After a slight bow to the minister, I say, “Excuse me,” and then climb the stairs to the stone podium. The crowd starts chanting, “Water healer! Water healer! Water healer!”


    Every step up I take, the shouts and cheers grow in volume, until it becomes a deafening roar. My heart thumps along, as the people stamp their feet, clap to the tune, and children scream it, jumping up and down.


    The dusty sandstone steps grit beneath my boots, stabilising my steps, and when I reach the top, the heat is blistering. I spin around and view the thousands of people who squish into every spare inch of the city centre.


    Instead of waving, I point to the sky. My arm straight up, gaze steady.


    The crowd roars, interspersed with high-pitched screams that can almost shatter my eardrums, but I tip up my face to the heavens. The robe and my hair falls back. I focus upon the hot vault of blue. There’s no water here to call forth, but I can create it. Ripples of energy surround my hand, and I smile as I feel my old friend.


    The blue shoots true for the sky. Clouds appear, white and fluffy at first, then grow foamy and dark grey. They bubble, build, and rumble overhead. The robe, which once sparked diamond-light, dulls as darkness slides across the city.


    Most of the people have fallen silent, then they start chanting again, “Water healer! Water healer!” until thunder rumbles louder, and rain bursts from the sky.


    People scream. Droplets spatter my face, soaking my hair and skin. I lower my arm, smiling at the crowd where children stick out their tongues to lap up the water, mothers cry clutching their babies close, couples dance, and people cheer with both fists high in the air. I lift my face again, arms spread wide, loving the smell and feel of rain. Loving the hope I’ve given them.


    Ready to leave the podium, my gaze lands on a digital billboard capturing every moment. I swipe the wet hair from my eyes to get a better view. I don’t recognise myself on the screen, perhaps it’s because I spent two years in a jail, or because this is my first official welcome. A flicker of doubt plagues me, one I can’t shake off. Maybe I shouldn’t have shown everyone so much power.


    Astrakhan’s words fill my mind. You are a water healer. You will fulfil a need for the universe, and at all times, you must be the healer you are.


    I have to show everyone sometime, but I can’t understand why I’m so worried.


    “Victoria!” someone shouts, and I spin around to the open door behind the stone podium.


    “Marcus,” I say, grinning at May by his side. I hurry over to them and clasp her other hand, smiling into her wide eyes. I look up to him. “Thank you so much.”


    “No trouble,” he says gruffly. “That was incredible. Come inside.”


    The minister and another, younger man stand in the room with April, Casey, and Constance. The minister fights back tears, appearing too choked up to speak, but he finally says, “You have saved us, Water Healer. Captain Collins, I believe this is yours. The credits will be placed in your name immediately.”


    Marcus frowns and takes the bag of coins from the minister. Five guards at the door stare on but remain tight-lipped.


    Next to the minister, the younger man strides forward and stops in front of me, holding out his hand. Up close, the smooth shine in his brown hair is more visible from the light bulbs, and he’s smiling. “You are truly magnificent.”


    “Thank you.” My gaze swerves to Marcus, wondering if he’s been dismissed, dreading it, but he’s still looking at me.


    “This is James, my new assistant from Qelia’s capital,” the minister says, stepping closer. Then he keeps talking, but my gaze strays to Marcus who tosses the coin sack, over and over, the coins jangling with a hard smack into his palm.


    “Please follow me,” James says, leading us through another door into a wide corridor to a conference room with concrete walls and long, wide windows. The temperature from the grey sky filters onto the rectangular, granite desk, cooling the room.


    The minister waits until all the other dignitaries file inside to take their seats. Then he recites the official welcome for all present, a long-winded speech Astrakhan told me I’d receive many times.


    I smile and stand still, my hands clasped around the minister’s. Marcus is right, the expression on the leader’s face is genuine. I used to dream of this moment, closed up in the facility on Echyion. I will play my part on Qelia, acting with a detached professionalism with the other bureaucrats when need be.


    At the hollow feeling in my chest, I set my jaw, trying not to think I’m about to lose the people I’ve come to know. I am reminded of the cold cardboard cutouts Astrakhan would use for roleplaying. Arm out. Smile. Nod. Speak. That’s how I need to behave, but I just feel like I’m dying inside. Deep down in my soul, I long to go outside and dance with the people in the rain. I want to be with Marcus.


    My gaze strays to him, and I blow out a breath because tiny spots of water trail down my neck. How do I say goodbye to the man who rescued me from Detera and helped save my sister’s life? My heart aches. I don’t think I can, yet I can’t grow too close to him when I have so much work to do around the universe.


    James starts talking to me, and my responses are wooden enough to be rude to the smooth, suave assistant. My water healer face is firmly in place as I step up to the long desk.


    “Wait,” Marcus interrupts, throwing the bag to Casey and then striding up to the desk. His right arm brushes my left. “We’re not going anywhere until Victoria gets settled in.”


    A smile forms in my heart, and I inhale deeply, then he goes to say something else but catches the look in my eyes. He grins, and I study the others seated around the desk. Although the minister nods readily enough, dark shadows hover over the other officials’ faces.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    At the government’s headquarters in Flioqe, the heavy downpour echoes inside my suite, high and low, while thunder rumbles in the distance.


    I adore the sound of rain. It reminds me of cleanness, of washing away dust and debris in a mighty storm. The vibrations around me aren’t so dry anymore. Lightning flashes behind an oblong, tinted pane above the massive bed, which will be mine for the duration of my stay. Curious, I reach up to touch the cool, smooth screen, and the sheet of glass retracts into the wall.


    I draw back my hand. The screen isn’t an entertainment pane, but a window, and a dark, curved overhang obscures the grey-smudged sky. Cold droplets pummel in random spurts through the mesh. Water beads spatter my cheeks, and I breathe in the delicious scent, so clean and calm.


    Windows don’t open like this back on my home planet; touch response is usually reserved for entertainment purposes. But I know from my training each planet will have different technology, and some initial disorientation is expected.


    My suite has dense walls—mud over sandstone. Stone pillars stand in the centre of the room on top of low partitions, dating the architecture. Back on Echyion, the entire wall overlooking the city centre would be flex glass with voice-operated windows. Gardens and the lovely colours of nature stretching as far as the horizon.


    The two remaining windows in my suite are smaller and must work by touch as well. The room has a feeling of emptiness, like the stones remember the land where they were cut.


    Rain drowns out the sound of Maybelle in the shower, and shadows blacken across me in a thin line, until the sky disappears in a dense mist. I used to sit cross-legged in the sun on Echyion to learn a list I can never forget: greet a planet’s leaders, show my capabilities, state my intentions, stay long enough to heal them, and then move on to the next planet.


    Lesson after lesson of the correct priorities. Studying geology, the quickest routes to implementing a permanent water system regardless of human selfishness or intervention. Lessons on how to focus on the children, ongoing generations, and our interrelatedness to each other.


    We are interdependent with the universe.


    A crack of lightning makes my heart jump. I can still hear the townspeople celebrating, their cries of happiness piercing the storm. I imagine children pressing themselves out their bedroom windows, faces twisted up, tongues out to drink the rain, smiling at the dense, wet grey. Families standing, just watching the rain.


    I hold tight to the promise of the images, because even though I know what I need to do, I’m fighting a knot of pain around my heart. The quicker I heal this planet, the faster I leave.


    I push my hands against the cool walls, breathing deep, unsure of where we’ll end up after my tenure on Qelia. I can’t stay around Marcus forever.


    The more I stand and breathe, the more I allow him to infiltrate my thoughts, and I remember the way he laughs. How his eyes fixate on me with startling clarity. His boundless energy, the sheen of sweat on his forehead while on board the ship, and his alluring magnetism.


    The way his fingertips brushed my skin, and tingles skated up my arm when he slid the communication bracelets on my wrists before he had to leave the city centre. Correction—before Qelia’s officials basically forced him and the crew outside. He certainly didn’t want to leave. I will never forget his face when he looked over his shoulder at me as the guards closed the doors. Rain lashes down heavier now, rumbling and troubled.


    Tight and unfamiliar, the bands are colder than I expect. A digital clock lights the rectangular, flat surface on top beneath the solar charge. When the bracelets meet, it’s possible to sync-in with a live screen, which alerts the person with an alarm, but I haven’t tried it yet.


    I feel like a child, standing on the edge of a cliff, rocks crumbling away at my toes. The first time I tried water-healing in a deep rock gorge, I had the same feeling. Overwhelmed.


    I want to stay with him. A fierce relief skips in my heart the second I truly admit it to myself, and my knees shake so badly, I need to take in a deep breath and lean further against the wall. It’s wrong—I know it, I’ve learnt independence my whole life. I have things to do after this. Places to be. People to help.


    I know duty. Right and wrong. But what of my heart? Do I deny it or follow its dictates?


    Is this why Astrakhan told me never to use my feelings?


    My responsibilities outweigh my personal needs, and people need my help. Qelia’s leaders expect my presence for a formal dinner tonight, and I have to see this thing through, no matter how much I ache inside.


    I turn from the window to study the snow-white gown hanging by the curved cupboard. The material flows soft and smooth to the flagstone floor. I can’t give away the Old Order blouse and walking skirt yet. The new clothes aren’t mine, either, but every time I wear different clothes, it reminds me I have no home. That never bothered me before I left Detera.


    Water healer training is not about holding possessions in high regard but valuing the things that restore life. I need to understand different cultures, drop everything if need be—yet I’d also like to have someplace warm and familiar.


    “Have faith,” Nana used to say. “There’s precious little else to call your own in this universe. When everything else is gone, that’s all you’ll have.”


    My brow creases at the same time the bathroom door clicks open. A cloud of steam escapes, and Maybelle’s tiny figure hurtles across the floor to her adjoining room. The dark towel tents her head. She catches sight of me, freezes, then grins. “I forgot my clothes.”


    “They’re in the cupboard in your room. Choose whatever you want to wear, not what they’ve laid out for you,” I say, with a small smile. “When you’re finished, stay in my room until I come out. I made sure your door was locked.”


    Her lashes flicker. “One of your locks?”


    “Yes.” I stroll into the bathroom, which now has as much hot water as we want, because the ground has done its job by heating the pipes. “If you need me, yell out.”


    She smiles. “Okay, sis. I will.”


    The offer of assistance in getting dressed was given earlier by two women after my tour of the government’s headquarters. I turned it down. I don’t need a maid, and I don’t trust others lightly with my sister’s welfare. Needing people is not a good idea—because, like my mother, when I least expect it, they tend to leave.


    The pain of that thought has me leaning against the shower screen, my chest too tight. It’s easier if they’re just not in my life in the first place. It’s easier not to feel; Astrakhan was right.


    By the time a buzzer resonates in our room from the communication box near the door, my hair is dry and styled in cascading waves to my waist. So is May’s with a little help. I have my emotions under control, and I’m ready to play my part. The flowing hem of my white gown sweeps my ankles in small ripples. I slip on the white water healer robe and then step toward the door in borrowed sandals, the sound a hollow, rhythmic swipe upon the stone, like sand scouring dry terrain.


    May wears a dark blue shift dress, the high collar touching her earlobes, something I’ve seen more in reels of Tachyon city wear at the training facility on Echyion. It’s too hot to wear clothes like that here, which means the dress has been sent in.


    Interesting.


    Constance’s words—“Two days in advance”—play in my mind. I look at May’s shoes. Twin heels, no less. For a child. The shoes are rich blue with a strap across the top of the foot. But why Tachyon clothes, instead of one of the other planets?


    I release the ice locks, and the door slides open. Mindful not to crease my dress, I cross the threshold, May’s hand firmly tucked in mine. Two guards dressed in brown uniforms greet us in a formal manner, and we follow them into an elevator, which plummets us down six floors, past the Laboratory Level, then the Offices of Tax Collection, Health, Education, Natural Resources, and Security. The transport is steel and curved rather than glass like the elevators on my home planet. May fidgets in the silence, waiting for the doors to open, like she’s picking up on my unease.


    This dinner will not be about satisfying hunger. It will be a political exercise to show Qelia’s leaders everything I can do. To follow through on the bargain I made with Marcus, the duty I’ve been trained my whole life to uphold.


    The elders are the only ones who know my full capabilities from Astrakhan. He recorded every moment through his ocular cameras.


    Officials and dignitaries are sitting around tables when we enter the dining area, and on the left-hand wall, a massive screen plays the moment I pointed to the sky and made it rain. Then the sound dies on the display, and the minister’s voice reverberates through the room.


    “And here she is. Ladies and gentlemen, I’d like to introduce to you all the water healer who will change . . . our world, Qelia . . . for the better. Please welcome, Victoria Undine,” he says into the speaker screen.


    A round of thunderous applause echoes as the guards lead May and I past the numerous tables to the minister, standing on a podium, a glass of amber alcohol in his hand, his cheeks flushed bright pink. Toasting, then. Other officials, including James, rise to their feet one by one around the grand tables, until everyone in the room turns to salute. Once again, a song plays, and everyone stands to attention. The dining room twinkles with the colours of dark blue, white, silver, and gold. Majestic considering where I am. The tables look like pure white howlite gems set amidst a sapphire sea.


    The colour of Marcus’s eyes.


    My heart turns, and I blow out a breath, but my water healer face slips on. I step toward the minister, May’s hand in mine. The overhead chandelier picks out lights in his brown hair. Though, it can’t compare to Marcus’s when the ship’s orangey lights hit the strands right. Heavens, stop.


    The minister is jovial, and I smile back as he guides me closer to the speaker screen. So that’s the noise everyone has been chanting. “Speech, speech.”


    He passes his drink to an assistant and then gestures for me to speak.


    “Which introduction will you choose?” Astrakhan would ask. “Which one would suit this particular planet and circumstances the most?”


    “Now, don’t be shy, everyone here is dying to meet you,” the minister says as an aside. “We’re pleased. Very pleased.” Then, to the speaker screen, he says, “Let’s give her a grand Qelia welcome.” He raises his hands to clap.


    Everyone joins in on another round of applause, and I clear my dry throat, holding tight to May’s hand, restraining the emotion.


    When the sound dies, I try to focus on the people. “As you know, I am Echyion’s water healer. My training began at three years of age. I am now twenty-five. It has been over two years since my legal-age release, although I haven’t been available for trade in that time.” The speaker screen amplifies my voice, distorting the tone into a high-pitched whine, and the walls seem to echo. “I have the necessary training to help your world.” The vibration razes along my skin, and I tilt my head to study the walls. The tremor doesn’t feel normal. Sensors. Of course. “This address is also one I’d like Qelia’s people to hear, so thank you, Minister, for recording it.” I glance at the minister, Gerald Beam, thankful he gave his name on the tour of the headquarters before showing us to our suite.


    He blinks once, twice and then coughs. “Of course, of course. I had to do that. But what are you thanking me for?” He smiles wide, genuinely happy. “You are the one who is going to change our destiny. Thank you, Water Healer. Thank you.”


    I smile back at the bureaucrats gathered around the tables so crowded in, there’s hardly any room to pull out the chairs. “If any of you were unaware, my services have been paid for by Captain Collins of the ship Liberty. I cannot reveal the particulars under my code of conduct, but my trade with him was to heal all of Qelia.” More applause. “I will start with Flioqe, and then afterward, I’ll travel to the next place in direst need on this planet and so on. Lives take precedence over land.” I study each of the faces turned to me, watching with interest as the light plays over their expressions, unable to help comparing them with Astrakhan’s teachings on how moods shape images. A lot of them obviously have different, set ideas on where I should go next. “I understand many are in need, and this is a vast land, but I work fast. Just making it rain won’t be enough.” Low laughter fills the room. “I look forward to co-operating with your engineers and scientists to find a viable, permanent solution to clean, cheap water for all of Qelia.”


    Everyone rises to their feet with difficulty from the lack of room, clapping with a rousing ovation, but with so many sensors in the walls, the sound must be deafening for the recording. The next part is important.


    I hold up a hand, waiting for silence, and then I lean closer to the screen. “In regards to the sick, I will see them either at the gates to the city or in their respective hospitals, and all services will be free.”


    This time I don’t have to wait for silence. It falls like a meteor, crashing through the ground, and I’m glad I have May’s hand to hold onto as I step away to the stairs. My knees are trembling. The minister seems to forget he has hands as he tries to help, fumbling with my elbow, unshed tears in his eyes.


    His profuse thanks through the speaker screen shakes the sensors in the walls and hurts my head, but the minister continues to say platitudes while May and I take our seats between James and another official.


    The guards with us disappear to join others in the corners of the dining area.


    Wait staff slip into the room from side doors, carrying trays of food, and the aroma of roasted meats, vegetables, and seafood washes over me. I breathe in deeper, reminded of a simple chicken curry and rice dish that tasted like heaven. Of friendly faces and laughter. Suddenly, I long for Liberty’s smaller kitchen.


    A server puts down a plate before me with a stack of three different types of fish, herb sauce, a few cherry tomatoes, and a sprinkling of deep yellow oil. “Fish? Olive oil?” I ask. “In Flioqe?”


    “Flown in just for you.” James smiles at me and edges closer. The scent of his aftershave itches my nose and irritates my throat. “No expense spared.”


    I can’t smile back. “What do the people eat here?” I ask.


    He tilts his head, a small smile on his face. “I’m not sure. I’m a recent fly-in from the capital.”


    I nod, troubled. I answer questions in an even tone throughout dinner, requesting a hovercraft for personal use from the minister, and then I state some of the methods I’ll use to restore Flioqe’s water.


    His delighted smile makes me linger at the table, because I know I’m offering him hope. However, by the end of the night, my head pounds from the aftershave, and I have to restrain the blue. I yearn to hear Marcus’s voice, even if the conversation is short. Hi, bye. He will be in his ship, ready for bed. I wonder how the garden is going. It’s only been one day.


    I lean in closer to James and whisper in his ear, “This has all been extremely lovely, but I’d like to go back to my suite now, please. My sister and I will need a good sleep before I start the water regeneration tomorrow.”


    “Sure—” His gaze lands on the bracelets. The glitter of the chandelier against the white cloth refracts off the elegant glassware and digital readout. I had taken them off while I ate, then replaced them when I finished. “Too much wine, I expect.” He smiles, shifts away his gaze and then pushes back his chair.


    I never drank any wine.


    “I didn’t notice them before. Who gave you the bracelets?” he asks.


    “Captain Collins. I promised to see his mother again, and I’d like to stay in touch with the ship’s crew.”


    James nods, wiping his mouth on a white cloth napkin. “Of course. I didn’t know you’d seen his mother. Wait here,” he says, stands and then walks over to the minister on his left who sits at the head of the table. James talks into the minister’s ear, and he frowns at first, but once his gaze lands on me, his regard turns approving.


    I can’t help feeling something went wrong, even though the minister is smiling. I focus on James’s expressions and body language.


    James gestures to two guards who appear at his side, graceful as shadows. All three men stride back to me. “If you would like more protection on the way to your suite, we would be happy to provide it,” James says, once again his gaze sliding to my wrists, except I pick out his insincere smile this time. “Although, the headquarters are secure.”


    So, he’s not happy about the bracelets. Why? I narrow my eyes on him, my mind flashing back to the last time the Oshiro president told me I was secure. I can’t help it. He ordered every means of communication to be taken away from me. I rub my lip, thinking it over. If James takes the bands off me, I’ll never be able to contact Marcus.


    There was no need to play games with a robot in my training, but I will not allow someone to stop me from seeing my friends while I heal Qelia. A subtle warning never hurt, and it might save me from future trouble. “It’s fine.” I look up to his tall figure beside me, so elegant in his steel grey tuxedo, slicked back brown hair, and wide, toothy grin. It almost makes you want to smile back, and if I hadn’t seen his brief loss of composure at the bracelets, I would have. “The human body consists of sixty-percent water.”


    “Is that right?” His smile is a line now. Although, the words have a hint of menace, his face holds a pleased countenance, like he’s noticed my study of his body.


    I check the right bracelet Marcus gave me. “Yes. It’s time to make a call. Goodnight, James.”


    *


    On the way back to my suite, I check the time on the digital readout again. Ten o’clock. Late, but hopefully, not too late to contact Marcus if he’s awake. True nightfall came two hours or so ago.


    And say what? I sigh, releasing Maybelle’s hand to wipe my sweaty palms against my silk dress. Hi, Marcus. I just thought I’d call to discuss things about the planet . . . ? No, can’t be too obvious. I don’t think they’re going to let me keep the bracelets.


    I bite my lip as we traipse along the hall, but because we’re following the guards, I feel safe enough to hide the action of crossing my wrists. A square hologram shivers above my fists.


    Then the alarm whines.


    I glance up, shove my right hand behind my back and then clasp May’s hand with my left just as a guard peers over his shoulder. I don’t want them to see any part of my communication with the crew. Keeping a stoic face isn’t a problem for me—but my heart throbs so hard, I can feel it beating in my mouth.


    The guards stand tall and inscrutable on either side of the door at the entrance to my suite.


    “Thank you for your escort to my room,” I say to both of them.


    “It is our utmost pleasure, Water Healer,” the uniformed guard on the right says, his body at attention.


    Maybelle breaks the hold on my hand and then rushes inside the room toward the bed. “It’s still raining,” she says, with a big grin and climbs under the covers. “Can I sleep in your bed?”


    “You’re not going to kick me in the stomach again, are you?” I laugh. “Or steal the covers?”


    She shakes her head, and I thank the guards, closing the door.


    Before it shuts completely, the guard on the right says, “We’ve been assigned to meet you each morning at seven hundred hours, Water Healer. The first stop for tomorrow is the wells.”


    “Of course. Tell the minister we will be ready. Goodnight,” I say, pushing the doors closed.


    “Did you see how much food they had there?” Maybelle’s eyes widen, and her eyebrows arch. “There were people everywhere. It was scary when you spoke to everyone. I don’t like standing up on stage. Those lights hurt my eyes.”


    “I’ll take a look at them after you get in your pyjamas and brush your teeth.”


    She sighs and throws off the covers, then trudges to her room. She’s back in a few minutes, wearing a simple shift nightie as she climbs into my bed. Her breath smells minty fresh.


    I’ve already changed into a short gown, brushed my hair out and my teeth. I sit on the edge of the bed and then cross my wrists again. The square hologram appears in the air.


    “What are you doing?” May asks, scrambling to kneel beside me.


    “Calling Marcus.”


    “Cool,” she says, trying to touch the image in the air, but static ripples through the picture. No one answers the call.


    “It must be working. Do you hear the alarm?”


    “Yes,” she says.


    I let the buzzer ring out until the hologram shrinks into a line and disappears.


    “Why isn’t he answering?” May asks.


    “Maybe he’s asleep.” A weird, crestfallen sensation drops in my stomach.


    “The noise would wake him. It’s loud enough.” She smiles at me and leans in to hug my upper arm. “You’re so warm.”


    I call again, but get no answer. Sighing, I pull off the bracelets and tuck them under my pillow. “Let me look at your eyes.” The blue seeps into her skin, and she smiles. “Time to go to sleep now, May. We have a big day tomorrow.”


    She leans over and kisses my cheek twice. I kiss her back three times. She giggles and then crawls under the covers, sliding across to the other side of the bed.


    As I pull back the covers and lie down beside my sister, the headache squeezes my temples. My head feels bruised, heart too heavy, and the question of why Marcus hasn’t answered fills my mind until I grow more and more desperate to hear his voice. Which is stupid. But the more I force myself to go to sleep, the more I realise I can’t. Three hours later, my headache worsens, my stomach hurts, and I can’t lie down anymore. I feel too ill. I pull out the bracelets, check the incoming messages. Nothing. I shove the devices back under the pillow, stand up and then pace the room in the chilly night air.


    When those double suns disappear, the temperature drops.


    Should I try to call him again? Don’t be absurd.


    “Tori?” May croaks out, still half asleep, but sitting up. “What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing.” I try to smile, though I’m not sure I pull it off. “Just can’t sleep.”


    She leans back into the pillows and rolls onto her side to face the middle of the bed. “Mm . . . I miss everyone back on the ship,” she says sleepily. “When can we go back there again?”


    An awful, unquenchable longing tugs at my heart, and I shake my head and then choke out, “They have things they need to do, May, as do I. But I’ll make sure you have a life, bub.” A shower is the best option to use the blue so I don’t flood the floor. I walk into the bathroom and strip off my nightclothes. “Not like me,” I whisper too low for her to hear.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    The odours of disinfectant, disease, and medicine clings to the air inside Flioqe’s Medical Centre. I hurry alongside the medical director, past strange tapering pillars, stone walls and floors that echo with the sound of patients’ cries.


    I should have been here on the first day, not at breakfast meetings trying to talk with bureaucrats about well locations.


    “Tori, it smells funny.” May clamps a hand over her nose and mouth, and then she sneezes. “My nose is runny.”


    “It’s the air in here.” I stop, touching the tip of her nose until the blue sinks into her cells. Once I calm the irritation, she grins back at me, and I give her a squeeze. Inside the building, daylight has a sallow quality and tastes of dust. “We’re just going to look in on the patients, and the director wants to show me the emergency room, May. Then we can go outside and get some fresh air.”


    “Here it is,” the medical director says, standing nearer the entryway where the people’s cries of, “Water healer! Water healer!” come through the cracked windows and reverberate in the room.


    “It sounds like a lot of people are eager to meet you,” he says. “But this is why we so desperately need your help.”


    Various medical devices and two Medical Genesis Capsules hook up to the emergency room electrics, but the tissue-specific pods are broken and old. The chairs in the room are ripped, and I stand silent for a time, staring. The capsules in the headquarters are nothing but the best. I view the cracks in the Centre’s walls, broken hinges, beds held up by blocks, and crumbling sills around boarded windows. A raw fury squeezes my muscles.


    “I didn’t realise things were this bad,” I say, tight-lipped.


    “Tori, you’re hurting my hand,” May complains, tugging her fingers free.


    I sigh. “Sorry, bub. Stay close.”


    The Medical Centre has a maze of corridors and is set on massive grounds half a day’s travel from Flioqe. Giant sandstone columns mark the entryway as they do on the inside.


    After the early meetings with scientists and engineers, filling wells and talking with town planners, I asked for a press release to go out to all the residents, inviting them to attend a day of healing. The most appropriate place was the Medical Centre, a recent addition to an old, run-down place of worship.


    Back home, worship isn’t done within walls, but with my hands deep in rich soil, the sun hot on my back, and Astrakhan kneeling beside me, helping me plant vegetables. He’d tell me about the universe with never-failing logic. It’s a simple thing, to plant new life and help it grow, but no matter where I am, the act always feels like a miracle.


    I smile, holding the memory like a kernel of happiness inside, because the truth is, Flioqe’s citizens don’t have a place of worship any more than they have a proper hospital.


    After healing the hospital’s patients by order of priority, I sip a cup of cooling coffee in the staffroom, watching the guards lock the gates on the security screens. People climb over the bars anyway and slither down the other side. From the nervous statements by reporters standing at the steps, the crowd has gotten too large. Some citizens have walked, but most have driven or flown by hovercraft. The location hasn’t diminished numbers, and a line of guards with full-body shields border the entrance.


    Some people lie on the bottom of the stairs and a line of people in wheelchairs spreads off on the left allowing for easy access through the crowd. People clap their hands, chanting in the still heat. Mothers sit on the ground, light shawls covering children in their laps. Young men have their arms raised in the air, so it looks like a constant wave of eager hands. Other people are sitting down in a huddle, obviously too tired and sick to move.


    Purpose makes me roll back my shoulders, and I step closer to the screen. My heart skips.


    “Not what you were expecting?” the director asks, hands deep in his coat pockets, and his smile strains as he rolls the tension from his neck. “Who knows how long before they storm the Centre.” He pauses. “Hundreds are arriving every minute. Some might be fly-ins from other planets.”


    “On the contrary, it’s exactly what I expect.” I set down my cup and then twine my fingers through May’s. The residue from her half-eaten, strawberry lollypop coats my hand in a sticky mess. “I’m glad to see them. They all need to be healed. This is what I do.”


    “No one is unworthy, none more special than the other,” Astrakhan said to me on more than one occasion. “If you don’t use your skills, who will?”


    Yet, the more I heal, the more I realise it’s not my job, but my joy.


    “Are you ready?” the director asks.


    “Yes.” All my senses spin into hyper-drive, and my mouth dries. Moisture forms in the palms of my hands with my eagerness. I smile at the people who run the understaffed and overcrowded Medical Centre. “Thank you for being so wonderful to us today. I will definitely be back to help. If you need me for an emergency, contact the headquarters.”


    The minister and his assistant James aren’t in attendance, unlike all the other early breakfast meetings I’ve had with engineers. Two head doctors in white coats follow on my right as I walk toward the hospital entry. At least twenty guards surround us. The staff worry about the crowd getting out of control. The closer we get to the front of the hospital, the louder the chants become.


    “Water healer! Water healer!”


    I see the monochrome colours of dark grey, bright white, and black rather than three-dimensional bodies.


    Fierce heat pools around me the instant I step outside in the sun, and I wave to the crowd, amid thunderous applause and cheers.


    I can’t see their clothes, only see their x-ray bodies in different stages of illness. Then my brain switches all of it to background noise because an itch prickles under my skin. I close my eyes, focusing on the feeling and honing in on the person. I don’t notice I’m dragging my nails against my skin until I point, and a sharp heat burns my flesh.


    “You,” I say to a man holding a small boy. “Bring him here please.”


    The man rushes through the people, climbing the steps while the guards hold the others at bay. My sight returns to normal, and the sunlight glints off their shields and guns. Tears stream down the man’s face, and he’s saying something to me, but I can’t decipher the dialect.


    May hides behind my robes, and I touch the boy’s clammy forehead. Reality slips away. There. Inside his brain is a tumour. This one’s going to hurt. I release his head, crack my knuckles and gesture for the man to enter into a cooler part of the entry while remote news drones hover in the air, recording the event.


    My sight keeps flashing in and out due to everyone’s thirst and illness, so I hold up a hand to the crowd, motioning for silence. Everyone quietens, as if they’re holding their collective breath. Heat seeps into my pores, and I cradle the boy’s head in my hands, flushing his cells with water. Immediately, he opens his eyes and screams.


    The sound tears at my heart, echoes around the entry, but I dig my fingers into his hair, forcing the tumour to dissolve. “Hold him steady,” I order the father who then grips the boy’s legs like he never intends to let go.


    The boy coughs, screams and coughs some more. Then a strange calmness overtakes his body, and he sighs. A huge smile wreathes his face. In my hands, the blue contains a yellowish, white liquid. I show his father, and he lifts his boy up, hugging him tight and then nods to me before jogging back down the stairs to be enveloped by the crowd.


    The medical director hands me a towel, but I shake my head, lifting my hands into the air. Two whorls of water sweep from my elbows to my fingertips, and then the liquid vanishes. Clear droplets evaporate. I search for the next person amongst the thousands of x-ray bodies surrounding me. Someone’s heart beats far slower than the rest.


    I descend the stairs, pointing to a woman who lies flat on the ground. “You’re next.”


    The slow drizzle of rain helps cool the citizens while I heal, but my neck aches by the middle of the day. I twine my long hair into a loose knot and rub my nape. I haven’t been sleeping well—whether it’s from the pillows in my suite or because I can’t forget the memory of Marcus, I don’t know. When I stop for a few minutes to massage my nape, the medical director appears at my side.


    “Do you want to take a break?” he asks. “The nurses have lunch ready for you and your sister.”


    I look up at him and nod. “Thank you.” Washing my hands is an easy task, and May follows me across the vast foyer when I hear a familiar voice call out, “Victoria, wait.” The name startles me, because in this place it seems I am no longer Tori to anyone else but May. Here, I am the water healer.


    Constance and April wave behind a guard, however it’s April who pushes through with a sharp elbow and a kick to the guard’s leg. I grin, nodding at the guard’s long-suffering expression. “It’s fine. Let them in please.”


    He shifts to the side, allowing Constance and April to slip through but then so does Marcus and Casey.


    My heartbeat thrums.


    Marcus is here.


    I ask the director to wait and meet the crew in a small alcove. My blood soars with unbidden memories, and like a fool, I’m smiling up at Marcus until he eases in front of April, a tight frown on his face.


    He widens his stance. “Victoria,” he says, his dark blue gaze roaming over my face. “Still at the headquarters?”


    I nod, silent, while an icy feeling spreads through my stomach, and my heart drops at his expression.


    He turns to view the horde of people at the entryway. “There are lots of people gathered, so I won’t keep you long. No doubt you’re busy, though you don’t look like you’re sleeping. You’re not an easy woman to reach, you know.”


    I almost grind my teeth at the injustice of the statement, but cold water coils from my shoulders, down my spine, circling my hips and dripping onto my quivering leg muscles. “Is there something you wanted?”


    As though they’ve been waiting for it, the crew steps forward in unison, and a small smile plays on April’s mouth. At my frown, she coughs and seems fascinated with the brickwork. What is going on?


    Marcus’s piercing gaze drops to my wrists, and his lips press together as he crosses his muscled arms. “As a matter of fact, there is. You’ve taken off the bracelets,” he says, in a gruff tone. “Not a wise decision. I could have told you what I needed to without coming here.”


    “They’re only off while I heal.” My pulse speeds up. “I don’t know how much water they can resist.” I reach into my pocket and take out the bracelets in a plastic container. “See, I . . . still have them.” A spear of doubt pushes its way into my heart. “I just don’t want to . . . um . . . wreck them when my guard is down. Anyway, I don’t see how I’m the hard one to contact.” I close my eyes briefly, wishing to not be so obvious, but I shrug and say in a nonchalant tone, “I’ve tried calling you.”


    “You sent me a live call?” His brow lowers. “What the hell? I never got any. That still doesn’t explain why you haven’t seen fit to answer mine in the last—”


    “You didn’t contact me at all, Marcus.” The pain of the statement leaks into my voice, and I fight the urge to turn away, run even. “Not once. Stop lying.” I take a deep breath, remembering I can’t need him. It’s better to cut my losses now, no matter how much it hurts. Unshed tears burn my eyes. “So what can I help you—?”


    “Is that right?” His eyes narrow and eyebrows arch. He holds out a fist and jerks back the brown sleeve. A couple of twists, and the bracelet slips off his right wrist. “Guess again, beautiful.”


    I accept the bracelet from his fingers since he obviously wants me to have it, though I’m hesitant.


    “Go on,” he urges, a muscle twitching in his jaw. “Check the outgoing since our arrival.”


    I press the menu button and scroll through the call log, something I’m so familiar with from constantly checking my incoming calls. My name keeps coming up over and over again. At least eighteen times in the first two days, then less on the third and fourth. Something hard drops to the bottom of my stomach. I peek up at him, noticing his pupils growing fat and black, and the blue lighter. His face looks steely and vulnerable at the same time.


    “So I’ll ask again, why haven’t you answered?”


    My legs shake. “I never got your calls,” I insist. “Please believe me. May will tell you. Why wouldn’t I answer?”


    His gaze swerves down to my sister. “Maybelle?”


    She pulls another lollypop out of her mouth long enough to say, “Tori called you the first night. But you never answered, and she was mad. She couldn’t sleep then and woke me up. She likes you.” May pulls her hand from mine to hide her giggles.


    My eyes squeeze shut, and I wish for a giant, black hole to swallow me up.


    When I open my eyes, a slight smile curves his lips. “Is that so?”


    I frown at him, and a bittersweet certainty floods my veins. This is the moment to either show him how I feel or protect my heart. Which do I choose? How do I decide? I can’t tell him everything, but the pain in my heart the last few days tells me it’s worth a bit of faith.


    “I needed to hear your voice,” I say in a wavering tone and then swallow. “Everything was so strange.” I open the container and hand over one of my bracelets.


    Marcus looks ready to grab the device, but Casey calls out to him in a concerned voice. Marcus orders, “Hold that thought, Victoria. I’ll be back. Don’t move.”


    “Jeez, Casey has the worst timing,” Constance mutters. “Let me have a look at that. It must be your settings. Did you hear the alarm?”


    “Yes.” I place the device in her palm. “But the hologram would just shrink into nothing.”


    “Mm . . .” She scrolls down the interface for outgoing calls, humming under her breath. Her face twists in obvious confusion. “You’re right. You’ve called him numerous times.” She rubs her forehead. “But it doesn’t make sense. He should have gotten the calls.”


    “Yeah, the last few days would have been so much better then.” April crowds in closer to look at the bracelets. “Is it possible the signal could be blocked?” Her dark gaze switches from Constance to me. “Like technological interference?”


    I shake my head. “There’s nothing like that in the headquarters, it’s old tech . . .” A sudden thought halts my tongue. The walls, I frown, tilting my head. The sensors in the walls. James’s reaction to my bracelets. Put the two together . . .


    Constance stares at me. “What is it? You know something, don’t you?”


    “There are sensors in the walls of my suite. Oh, sweet universe,” I choke out. My throat feels on fire, and I can’t seem to breathe. “They’ve been recording everything I’ve said in there for the last four days,” I whisper, running a hand through my hair. “Is it possible? Can sensors block a signal?”


    Constance nods, realisation dawning in her gaze. “If they’re all around your room, they can be programmed to deny access.” She swears and scratches her cheek. “Why didn’t you come to see us instead on board the ship? You have your own hovercraft, so the reports said. You could have just visited us.”


    I’m slow to admit my vulnerabilities. “I do have transport. It’s just that I thought . . . I tried calling . . .”


    “And when you got no answer . . .” Constance tilts her head. “I see. You thought you’d push us away before we did the same to you. Save you from getting hurt. All the while, Cap’n has been in a right mood.”


    “He has?” I ask tentatively.


    Constance snorts. “Couldn’t you tell?”


    “I was thinking of putting us all outta our misery,” April confirms, though she smiles. “Seriously, Sarah, Constance, and I could’ve taken charge of the ship. We had it all planned out.”


    Constance laughs.


    “Everyone else has left,” I say defensively, looking away.


    “I understand. Abandonment issues. You lost your mother in the same way. Don’t worry, Victoria. We’ll get it sorted out,” Constance says. “But the Cap’n does have information to share. We couldn’t think of any other way to see you since they won’t let us into the headquarters.”


    The feeling inside of me tastes a lot like terror. It wants to close in, shut down and protect at all costs. Another sensation wants to open up. It’s a new feeling, but I feel it whenever I’m near Liberty’s crew. “I can’t stay there now. Not if they’re listening in and blocking the signal. The minister’s assistant didn’t like me wearing the bracelets at dinner the first night.”


    “Is he here now?” April asks, looking around. “Point him out. I’m in the perfect mood for someone like that.”


    I grin. “No. He flew back to the capital.”


    “They’ll use the national security gambit,” Constance warns. “They won’t want to let you go because they’ll lose power,” she says, hands on her hips, her gaze surveying the foyer, the guards and the crowd that’s getting noisier.


    My stomach rumbles, and my neck still aches. “Spying is against our code of conduct.” Blue flares out over my head, drenching my official clothes and leaving a puddle on the ground. “Oh, great.”


    “Never mind—”


    A sudden scream goes up from the crowd, and people rush the barrier of guards. Five men stream into the Medical Centre. April shields me, pointing her gun at the entry, but I want to tell her not to bother and go protect May. My little sister isn’t by my side, in fact, she’s standing frozen in the path of the oncoming men.


    “May, move,” I shout at the top of my lungs, running for her, but just as the first person knocks her off her feet, Marcus catches her, lifting her high into his arms and away from the crowd. The guards block the people, getting them under control again.


    Before I know it, I’m at her side, my hands on her face, and she opens her fear-filled eyes. A red graze marks her cheekbone. “They hit you,” I choke out. “Hold still.” I touch her cheek to heal the wound. “It’s too dangerous for you here. You can’t leave my side.”


    “Let me take her,” Marcus offers, his blue gaze meeting mine. “You have work to do. The reporters aren’t filming this. No one else will know she’s with us on board the Liberty.” He looks toward the huge stone pillar blocking the drone’s view.


    “Marcus . . . I don’t know what to say.”


    “Yes. That’s what you say.” A sheen of sweat glistens on his forehead, though the words sound remarkably like an order. “She won’t come to any harm.”


    I smile. “You saved her again. I don’t know what I’d do if you hadn’t.” This close, I can feel the heat radiating off his body, and the warm scent of his skin makes me want to touch him. “I didn’t realise I’d let her go back there.”


    The medical director appears by my side, and Marcus nods in hello and says, “I’m taking care of Victoria’s sister. You got a problem with that, you take it up with us after today.”


    Shocked, I look at the director, but he smiles and says, “That’s fine by me, Captain Collins. More than fine.”


    “No one else is going to know she’s with us,” Marcus says.


    “Of course not,” the Director says mildly.


    Casey, April, and Constance stand around us, and April says, “She’ll be safe with us until you come for her, Victoria. Nothing will happen.”


    A sweet sensation of trust flows through me, and I just can’t deny how much these people mean to me. “I know that.”


    “Good. When you’re done here, come up to the ship.” Marcus adjusts May onto his shoulder. He pulls out the gun on his left hip and grins. “We have something important to discuss.”

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    Qelia’s twin suns glare at me in accusation two days later as I reroute the hovercraft toward the Liberty. The glowing, orange orbs sink into the horizon, and I fly on automatic, too exhausted to pilot on manual. Knowing what I have to do fills my every cell, and I try to fight it. To say the words out loud means to set in motion things that can’t be changed back.


    When all that’s left in the sky is a melting, red-yellow afterglow, the land turns into a dark grey plain, reminding me of a dead sea. My conscience prods and body aches, so I cross my wrists before it’s too late to do so. The bracelets meet, and a small hologram tugs at the air, pulling open a vibrating window.


    Marcus answers after five seconds. “Victoria.” He grins at me from the screen. “You’re finished?”


    “Yes.” It’s so good to see his face, but I can’t tell him that. “I’m on my way to the Liberty. There were last minute people I needed to help,” I say, my eyelids drooping. “I should be there in about ten minutes. How’s Maybelle?”


    “Here she is.” He turns and holds out a hand. “See for yourself.”


    “Sis.” Her small, smiling face pops up on the hologram. She jumps up and down, then she crawls up into the seat beside Marcus.


    Constance and April appear behind Marcus’s chair. “Hey Victoria,” they say.


    “Hi everyone.” I smile. “May,” I hear the creamy note of happiness in my voice, “I’ve missed you.”


    “I miss you, too.” She clutches a dolly to her chest. “Marcus let me play with his brothers and sisters. Geoff is teaching me to cook, and I got to fly the hovercraft,” she says in a rush. “Marcus’s mama gave me this baby doll.” May pushes out the dolly with both hands, as though she expects me to grab it through the hologram.


    I laugh even as a knife of despair slices into my chest. It’s impossible to share a day like that with her. “I’m glad, bub.” Tears threaten to spill. “You deserve to have fun.”


    May scampers away, and Marcus turns back to me. “You look just about done in. Best thing for you would be a few days of rest.”


    “Not possible.” I rub my forehead, leaning back in the immobilization seat until the pads rest against my cheeks. I force my eyes to remain open. “I’ll have to go back to headquarters.”


    “Everyone needs a day of rest. Well, see you when you get here. Fly safe, Victoria.” A thread of tenderness warms his voice. “Your sister is safe. Don’t worry about her.” He closes the hologram, and I grip the armrests, unable to stop my eyelids descending.


    A loud beep wakes me up, and I open my eyes, disorientated to see the hovercraft’s lights shining onto the Liberty’s exterior. I made it. I press the dome release and climb out with a groan. My body stiffens, but I’m unwilling to use my water again tonight. If a rock presents itself, I might just lie down and nap for a week.


    Marcus strides out of the dock, and he’s holding May’s hand. The gleam of the interior light turns his hair into an amber halo, and May tugs free of him and then runs to me.


    I kneel, collecting her close, breathing in the sweet, little girl scent of her. She smells of sunshine and energy as if she’s been playing outside all day. I can’t say anything, my heart feels too full.


    Her soft, downy arms wrap around my neck, and I give her one last squeeze, then stand and turn to Marcus. “You took care of her.” I shake and have trouble expressing exactly how much it means to me. She’s my world. Impulsively, I reach up to his cheek, pressing my lips against his firm, smooth skin. Then I quickly step back, and a rush of heat fires in my cheeks. Worse, my tongue wets my lips, tasting the warm salt of his skin. “Thank you.”


    His eyes darken as they hold mine, and then his gaze drops to my mouth, his pupils dilating. A tremor passes through me as he reaches out, trailing a fingertip down my arm. “Welcome back.”


    Weakness surges through my legs. I rest my hands against the hovercraft, dragging in a deep breath, thinking I’m about to black out.


    “You’re shaking.” He frowns, tilting his head down, and a lock of brown hair falls over his forehead. He wraps his strong hands around my shoulders, thumbs rubbing gently against my chilled skin as he pulls me near. “You haven’t had any sleep, have you?”


    I manage to lift my head and meet his gaze. “They wouldn’t stop coming.” A sob breaks through my voice. “I’ve never seen such sickness. I had to keep going.”


    He stares at me like he’s only seeing me for the first time and then takes in a shuddering, deep breath. “C’mere.” He sweeps me off my feet, and I murmur a protest, but he just tells me to shush.


    I speak before the temptation to close my eyes becomes too great. “I still have to see your mother again.” Then I lean into his chest, wrapping my right arm around his back, unable to resist breathing in his sharp masculine scent. The heat from his skin radiates through his clothes.


    His arms tighten around me, pulling me into rock hard muscles until his soft breath warms my hair. I hear the thud of his footsteps on the stairs and May’s chatter, feel the slight jostle in his arms at the landing, and the sound of his heartbeat makes my muscles go lax.


    The rumble of the spaceship’s engines have me smiling in comfort, and I drop every bit of tension I’ve been carrying.


    Something soft dips beneath me, and my neck and cheek rests against a feather cushion. A blanket drops over my body, then rough calluses wipe the dried tears from my face. His hands leave my skin, but a tingling warmth stays, and I know by the ease down my spine he hasn’t left me alone.


    *


    I awake to gunshots and throw off the covers, swinging my feet to the floor. The room spins in a sudden blur of metal cupboards and the glow from a small lamp. The scent of bacon, coffee, and toast permeates the air.


    A light voice says, “Whoa, not so fast. Cap’n says you had a tough night. I’m not surprised.”


    “Constance. Where am I?” But no sooner do I ask, the world comes to rights and the rumble forces me to remember. “The ship.”


    “Yes,” Constance says. “Cap’n is outside with your sister while she trains with Zach.” She sets a plate on a tray and pushes it closer to my bed.


    I take a deep breath and stare at my knees. I’m still in my water healer clothes. “Trains?”


    “Mm. Don’t worry. Zach’s teaching her about gun safety. When you’re ready, go have a look. For now, relax. Eat your breakfast.”


    I look up at her, but all I see is her ribcage, her heart, the black, whites, and greys. Memories assault me, and tears fill my eyes. All I see is the people’s suffering. Here I am thinking I might get a break from seeing in nothing but x-ray for two days straight. I start crying. Then unable to force back the pain, I lean forward, sobbing.


    “Hey, oh, Victoria . . .” A soft hand swipes the hair against my forehead. “Damn. What is it?”


    “How stupid.” I rub the tears from my eyes, then grip the edges of the bed, sniffling. “I don’t know why I did that. Just ignore me please. I have no reason to cry.”


    Silence reigns, then I hear the sharp creak of bedsprings as she sits beside me. “You know you’re not a machine, right? You might have been brought up by one, but you’re so much more. People cry when they’re sad, when they’re happy. It’s natural. Don’t keep it all locked up inside, because then it turns bad. It’s perfectly okay to cry. When you don’t, you deny who you are.”


    I hiccup back another sob. “It doesn’t feel okay. I know I’m not a synthetic human, but those people,” I moan, leaning against the wall at the head of the bed, the pain feeling like it’s tearing me apart. The more I try to resist, the larger it grows. I start crying again.


    “What about them? Did some die?”


    “Close to.” I swallow. “Their suffering was . . .”


    “Not what you expected?”


    I shake my head, throat thick with tears. “It’s not that.” I remember their heartfelt, profuse thanks, the crying parents, and the eventual peace, which washed away the threat of death. I realise it doesn’t matter if I’m a person with feelings who longs for love and a life of my own. No wonder my grandfather ran. I can’t give in to it, because following those things means I hurt others. I cannot endure thinking I’ll leave people to suffer when they need me. “I should have been released five years ago. They’ve been living like that for too long. I can’t let them down. They’ll suffer needlessly as the last two days have shown. Their pain exceeds my needs.” I pull in a hard breath. “I’ve been taught that all my life, but experiencing it is something else. It’s just seeing in x-ray without a break . . . all this time fighting my feelings. Like the two halves of me don’t match. And I don’t want the same thing to happen to May—for her to be surrounded by sickness because of my duty. She should enjoy life. Live it.”


    “Ah.” Constance nods, rubbing a hand down my back. “It’s complicated, hey. Life can be tough.”


    “Yes. But I won’t give up on the people.” I press a fist to my breastbone, sucking in a deep, shaky breath before I release it on a long sigh. “I can’t. It’s who I am. And there’s more. I’ve been afraid to say it.”


    Her hand stills, and she falls silent.


    I can’t hide the torment on my face, don’t even want to try. My hands shake, but I turn to her. Her face finally appears in three dimensions. “I need to do something drastic. Because . . . because everything else will just be a temporary fix,” I say hopelessly.


    Her eyebrows rise, though her voice remains light. “Sounds ominous. But I trust you. We all do.”


    I continue, “Maybe you shouldn’t. Unless I do this drastic thing, the planet won’t change. Not really. It’s Qelia’s only hope.” I blow out a huge breath, relief singing through my veins. “I’ve never done it before, but I know how it works in theory.”


    “Mm.” She frowns. “How long have you known what needs to be done?”


    I don’t move, simply looking at her.


    She smiles. “Ah. Of course. You knew when you first stepped off the ship.”


    I nod. “What do you advise? I feel lost.” The admission is soft and hollow in the room.


    She presses her lips together, glances away and rubs her fingers. “We all do sometimes. When we feel that way, it can help show the direction we should go. You’ve known for a while, so that means you’ve been thinking about it for just as long. I’d say listen to Marcus before you return to the city. He might offer solutions you haven’t thought of, and whenever you need someone to watch May, I’ll be there. You’re my friend. She’s a sweet kid.”


    I smile up at her, my eyes stinging. “Thank you, Constance. You’re my friend, too.”


    She grins, stands and then heads for the door, saying, “It’s obvious you have courage, Victoria. I can’t even imagine living the life you do. You’ll find the path inside yourself eventually, figure it out. Now I have to do more work on my academic report.”


    “Wait. You’re not going to put my breaking down in there, are you?” I ask.


    Her smile is serene. “All I’m going to put in there is how you worked hard for two days to heal Flioqe’s people.” Her voice softens, and she adjust her glasses. “Let the people in the future know how lucky we all are. But, if you don’t eat your breakfast,” she says severely, “I’ll let Geoff know you don’t like his cooking.”


    “Fate worse than death.” I lean forward and promptly bite into the buttery toast.


     

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    I find Maybelle and Zach lying flat on their stomachs on the bare ground outside the Liberty. Both have their backs to me. May’s earlier caution near Zach is nowhere to be seen as she takes aim at tin cans nestling on rocks in the distance. A pink, floppy sunhat shades her small head, while long green pants roll up at her ankles, and a short-sleeved shirt under a bulletproof body-suit covers her torso. Heat vapours shimmer off the warm ground. Sweat dampens my forehead, and rivulets trickle from my temples onto my neck.


    A strange longing fills my chest. I’m not sharing this moment with her. My hand lifts to shield my eyes from the glare. Zach reaches across, his huge bicep muscles flexing as he helps May with her grasp on the rifle, and then he snaps thick muffs over her ears. A few seconds pass before he nods and gives her a thumbs up.


    And she fires.


    A can flies sideways off a rock. The crack of the shot still echoes in the thick, hot air.


    Zach pumps his fist with a huge grin on his face. I clap, approaching them with care so I don’t startle Maybelle.


    He turns first since he doesn’t have ear protection, and then May looks over her shoulder at me, pulling off her goggles and earmuffs. Her grin is one of happy accomplishment. “I got it, Tori.”


    “I was watching. Well done, bub. You’re a good shot.” I frown, recalling her aim in shooting the acting president. Beginner’s luck or was Nana on her shoulder? Maybe both, with a touch of pure necessity. A strange knot tightens in my chest. It’s all because of me. Poor girl.


    Zach’s dark gaze meets mine and then slides to May, before switching back to my face again. “Well, I guess that’s enough for now. Time to pack up,” he says, all business-like. “Engage the safety and put down the gun, just like I showed you. Constance will have a book ready on the visor.”


    May puffs out a half groan, half sigh and twists her mouth in dislike. Zach laughs, standing up and brushing his dusty hands against his pants. May engages the safety mechanism, puts down the gun with the barrel facing away from her body, and then stands, her little fingers pulling at the body suit.


    I crouch down to help her. “You did great, May,” I say in an encouraging tone, smoothing her hair over her skinny shoulder. The suit peels from her overheated back. “I didn’t know Constance was helping you read. You must’ve had fun with everyone. You have to say thank-you before we leave.”


    She wraps her arms around my neck for a hug, her soft, warm cheek sliding against mine. “I did already. But I don’t want to go,” she whines. “Do we have to?”


    “We’ll see.” I take a deep breath, give her a kiss on her cheek and then let my forehead touch hers. I don’t want to either, May. She kisses me back, and my heart feels a little lighter.


    “Love you, sis. Marcus said you were tired.” She tilts her head. “That’s why you fell asleep so fast last night.”


    Excitement flickers through me at the memory of Marcus’s arms holding me tight against his chest, the latent strength of his hard body, and the stroke of his warm fingers on my skin. Water floods my hands, so I might as well use the energy. “Stand still for me.” I cup her cheek, blue twining around my fingers before moisture seeps into her sweaty skin. “You’re so beautiful, angel.” I smile. “I’m lucky to have you for a sister. Go inside now, like Zach says.” I swallow the lump of regret in my throat. “I’ll be in there soon.”


    “Have you got a second, Victoria?” Zach unloads the rounds and stuffs them into his pocket. The huge bulk of him barely fits into his olive-green tee shirt.


    “Of course. How can I help?”


    “Connnn . . . stance.” May skips toward the dock of the ship, the big sunhat drooping up and down around her head, like a pink, circle flag. Strands of her blonde hair fly into the air with her little hops.


    A silly smile tilts my lips.


    “She’s a good kid,” Zach begins. “Listen, I know she means a lot to you, and she’s young. If you don’t want me to teach her, I won’t.” Zach’s dark brown eyes reflect sincerity. He grins in a flash of white teeth against his dusky skin. “She’s been eager as all heck to practice the last two days though.”


    “No, it’s okay.” I appreciate his directness, but my throat constricts, and the words come out as a rasp. “You’re helping. The night you showed her about guns on board Liberty was the first night she didn’t have nightmares.”


    “That so?”


    “She slept right through until morning, which hasn’t happened at all in the headquarters. Did she sleep well here without me?” I ask.


    “I was up with the weapons and didn’t hear her.” He wipes the sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand. “But April’s the one to ask. She kept an eye on her at night. They bunked in the same room.”


    I rub my chilled fingertips over the warm skin of my upper arms. “May probably loved that. I just had breakfast, a shower, and came out, noticed all the new equipment though.” If the shooting practice helps May when I’m gone, then it’s worth it. “As long as she’s safe and follows your orders, I don’t mind.”


    “Couldn’t be safer,” a deep voice says in the shadows outside the ship, and Marcus stalks into the light, as graceful as a lion across a desert plain. The bright, blue sky emphasises the lighter sable colours in his hair, though a few sun-bleached strands shade his hard face. His tan shirt is rumpled, long pants dusty, and the wide gun belt sits low on his hips as though it’s been made for him. He rests his hands at his waist. “I’m not about to let just anyone teach your sister. Zach’s one of the best for a reason. And if trouble comes,” Marcus drawls, “I’m always watching. How did you sleep?”


    The rasp of his velvet-edged voice sends ripples of awareness along my nerves. “Uh, good. I mean, good morning.” I blow out a steadying breath. “I slept well.”


    “And woke up to Constance, no doubt, who—”


    Water braids up my fingertips, circling my wrists. My heart thunders as blue sweeps across my shoulders, neck and then trickles down my spine. Coolness saturates my nape. The slow drip-drip-drip of water onto the hard crust beneath my feet makes both men drop their gaze to stare.


    I stifle a groan under my breath, tucking my hands behind my back. If I do anything, I aim to control my water around this man.


    Marcus tries hard to fight the grin spreading across his face for a few seconds and then thumps Zach on the shoulder. “Wanna go and check on the supply of weapons before we leave.” Marcus’s voice rings with authority. It isn’t a question.


    Zach cocks his head back to grin. “Yeah, sure. Catch ya later, Victoria.” Amusement shifts across his eyes, and he moves away.


    “Bye, Zach. Thanks for helping with May,” I say in a small voice, waiting until he’s out of hearing distance before I acknowledge the pain in my heart. “Leave?”


    “Mm?” Marcus’s gaze returns to the water pooling at my feet. His chest shakes, and laughter lights up his navy blue eyes. “Yes, leave.”


    I frown and grit my teeth because I have no idea why he’s so happy at the thought of going. Obviously, last night was him just helping me, nothing more. After witnessing the suffering over the last couple of days with healing people, I can’t cope with more bad news. Maybe I have it right the first time in not getting close.


    “I’m glad you find me so amusing,” I snap, turning to walk away, but he grabs my arm lightning-swift, spinning me back around.


    “Not so fast, beautiful.” He slides his hot palm across the cool water against my bare skin, his rough calluses dragging the droplets down. He steps closer, smoothing his hand up to my shoulder, stopping at the flame tattoo.


    Exquisite shivers race up my neck, and my skin tingles. Lambent heat seeping from his body accentuates the fresh, warm spice on his skin, and my senses spiral out of control.


    “Got a bee in your bonnet, but you can’t go yet, not until you hear me out. We have another mission coming up. It’s a lot of money. No lie.” A muscle works in his jaw, and he releases me, shoving his hands into his pockets. “More than expected, enough to start building a retirement plan for the crew, which they’ve been harping on to me about. They’re my responsibility.”


    Sorrow rips a gaping hole through my heart, the jagged edges too spiky for me to breathe. “Oh,” I choke out in sinking voice, staring at my feet, while blue drips from my knees and beads on the tips of my boots. My eyes sting with unshed tears. The water’s getting worse. I nod, trying to adjust to the acute sense of loss at the idea of him leaving, and to the awful, hollow ache inside my chest. If he can’t see my eyes, then perhaps I can hide how his news has been a blow to my heart. “I see.”


    “No, I don’t think you do,” he drawls. “And this will be a helluva hard conversation if you’ll be staring at the ground the whole time. Will you look at me?”


    I lift my chin, taking in every inch of his muscled legs in the brown trousers. His lean, solid hips, hands hanging loose by his sides, hard chest, and broad shoulders. And then, I meet his eyes. He’s not smiling, in fact his face might be cut from stone, but his dark gaze burns with so many emotions I feel like I’m wading into quicksand.


    “That’s better.” Lightly he captures a loose tendril of hair on the curve of my cheek. “I’d much rather see your face than the top of your head. I said it was a lot of money, but that’s not solely why we’re interested. We have enough money for some supplies, both for our families and for us. I heard you say earlier you noticed the new equipment. We needed it before the Liberty fell to pieces.”


    I force my face to be still. “Yes, I imagine the funds will make your trip more pleasant and . . . money must be important . . . with the line of work you’re in.”


    He hazards a lazy grin. “Now don’t make it sound like we have a smuggling racket going on. Nothing as corrupt as that.” He scratches his nose, his eyes openly amused. “We do jobs for money. No one likes going hungry, and I make sure all my crew gets their pay.” He steps back, and a shaft of sunlight warms my skin. “I want to accept the job, but I need you to see the footage before I give the go-ahead. It’s what I said I needed to discuss with you at the hospital.”


    I squeeze my hands into fists, straightening my spine, showing I can act nonchalant. “I need to talk to you about Qelia as well.” This time my movement makes the blue slip down my cleavage beneath the thin cotton singlet. I freeze as the moisture outlines my breasts. Hell.


    “Well . . . that’s convenient.” His low voice whispers along my skin, and his lips twitch. “Keep in mind if we don’t accept the job, someone else will,” he says, and this time, he forcibly drags his gaze from my front to squint at the ship. He rakes a hand through his brown hair. “I have a feeling after you view the footage, you wouldn’t like that.”


    I frown. “Really? Why?”


    “You’ll have to climb back into my lair to figure it out, beautiful. Don’t be so eager to run away yet.” He saunters across the desert ground, and one step before the open dock, he throws a wink over his shoulder.


    Instinctively, I follow.


    *


    I stare at the blank screen in the control room on board the Liberty, hating to admit I’ll do just about anything to delay returning to Flioqe’s headquarters. I’m a water healer. I’m meant to heal, not fixate on a man.


    How he can be so amazingly gentle one night and maddening the next morning is beyond me. But if I leave for the city, then Marcus flies off-planet. And I don’t know when he’ll be back. I suppose in some way, I’m just going to have to get used to the idea.


    A strange ache throbs in my heart, and I bite my bottom lip. April and Rick stand on my left, with Casey and Zach on my right. Constance is with May in the relaxation zone. Sarah leans over the back of the pilot’s seat, a grin on her face as she chats with Casey.


    Marcus leans over behind my chair to press the on switch on the large monitor, and the warmth of his chest touches my shoulder.


    Static clouds the screen, and then a grey wall with tiny white flower imprints appears. The narrow space looks to be a hallway, but the camera light is too dull for a clear view at one end. Then energy waves ripple through the air from side to side, rather than upwards. Leaning closer to the screen, some kind of instinct razes up the back of my neck, flooding my thighs, and I grip the edges of the chair.


    “This is what I wanted you to see,” Marcus says, his breath caressing my ear. He points to the wall furthest away from the hallway entry where the wallpaper glistens in the meagre light. “Watch.”


    Small blisters form and then bubble everywhere. A girl suddenly appears at the hallway entry. She leans against the wall as if it’s helping her stand, then stretches out her left arm past her head, while her right hand clings to the end of the wall. Pitch-black hair cascades down her oval face, across dark shoulders, but her big eyes shine with fierce intensity. She’s wearing a white singlet and shorts that contrast with her cocoa-coloured skin. Pyjamas.


    The swellings bulge in the wallpaper into oversized bubbles, stretching the paper higher and higher, until the covering bursts, melting all the way through layers of paper and wood.


    A fire while she’s sleeping?


    She’s not even running. Then she rests her cheek against the wall. Sags against it. Her skin reddens, her eyes glowing scarlet. Flames lick the ends of her hair. Fire bursts down the hallway, as bright as a starburst, and heat incinerates the camera in one powerful shot. Then the image shrinks into nothing.


    I sit back in the chair. “Wow.”


    “That’s all we have, plus the general location. Nice of them to send it along, right. Apparently, she’s a bit of a fire bug, nothing is ever left standing.” Marcus grins. “Someone got wise enough to set up data streaming before she torched it.”


    “Cap’n noticed the bubbling action first,” April says. “What do you think about the heat waves? Would this be . . . ?”


    “Yes.” I meet April’s eyes. “A fire elemental. But I think . . . I need to know how much they want for her,” I say with bloodless lips.


    “That’s all? Why?” Marcus asks.


    “I’ll pay it instead. I’ll . . . do whatever you need.”


    He straightens and then spins my chair around to glare at me. “What the hell do you mean by that?”


    I stare up at him. “Exactly what I said.”


    He jerks his head back. “I can’t help thinking you believe I’m going to hand her over, easy as you please to authorities, collect my money, and be on my way.” A muscles jumps in his jaw. “Would I have let you watch if that was the case?”


    I blow out a breath. “No. That’s not what I meant. You need the money, for fuel, food, for the crew. I’ll get it for you. Water healers trade. And I meant I have to be the one to get her. None of you will survive it.” I rub the flame tattoo on my shoulder. “If she’s anything like my nana and father, she will kill you all without even meaning to, and . . .” She can help me with what I have planned for Qelia. “She controls fire. How perfect,” I whisper.


    “Your version of perfect isn’t mine. Not even close. That doesn’t look like any kind of control to me.” Casey grimaces. “Death sentence, is what it is. Are you sure you want to go after her?”


    I turn to him and nod, but Marcus says, “True. The job’s got trap written all over it.”


    Casey’s gaze shoots to me, and then he lifts his gun onto his hip, the barrel facing the roof of the ship. “They’ll want Victoria.”


    “Definitely.”


    I look to Marcus in surprise. “Are you serious?”


    He steps over to another screen and pulls up a map of the planets in the solar system. “Seems coincidental we got the job, and we’re the ones who brought you here. They would’ve known we’d show the footage to you, and you’d want her. So we expect them, that’s all.”


    “That’s all,” I mutter. “I don’t think you understand.” I rise to my feet. “Unless they have May and are threatening her life, there is no way they could ever hold me.”


    “So they’ll go after your sister? That’ll be their game plan?” Zach asks, shooting me a hard look. He seems to grow two feet taller. “Going after kids,” he grinds between his teeth, jaw hard, his eyes dark. “It won’t happen. No way.”


    “No how,” April adds, giving Zach a fist bump.


    “Can I have a copy of the recording, please?” I ask.


    “Why?” Marcus asks over his shoulder.


    “I will take it to the minister and show him why I need to go with you,” I say. “I’ll convince him it’s the only way to help Qelia permanently and to keep it secret for a little longer. It’s the truth, anyway. It shouldn’t take too long. You’ll have to keep Maybelle here, though until I get back. For her safety.”


    Constance enters the room, squeezing past the others. “May’s watching a story now. No one can grab her. The dock’s locked. So, what’s going on?”


    “Victoria knows,” Marcus says. “We showed her the footage. She needs a copy of the recording to show the minister so she can leave and help us on the job.”


    Constance nods, inserting a stick drive into a port under the screen. “Good idea. But how will this job affect those drastic measures you were talking to me about, Victoria?”


    “Drastic measures?” Marcus frowns at me and shakes his head. “What’s . . . ?”


    “Actually, this fits in ideally with Qelia’s concerns. Marcus,” I say, rubbing my hands together, and in my peripheral vision, Constance stills. April inches closer, folding her arms across her chest. I blow out a breath. “The reason I need a fire elemental is because I have plans. I haven’t gone into detail with anyone else . . . I mean, I’ve told Constance it’ll have to be drastic, but that’s it. This girl will help.”


    “Well, don’t keep us all in suspense now.” Marcus leans his hands back on the desk, crossing his ankles. His eyebrows arch. “What does a water healer want with someone who controls fire, other than finding another elemental? It’s not like we don’t have enough heat on this planet.”


    “Observant.” A smile curves my lips as I take the drive from Constance with a thanks and head for the door. But before I cross the threshold, I turn back and smile. “I’m going to destroy one of Qelia’s suns.”


     


     


    THE END
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