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   For my sister who remembers straddling a tree branch while I rambled about how I was going to publish a book. 
 
   Dreams are funny things, aren’t they?
 
   


 
   
  
 


Two Months Earlier
 
    
 
   Nevvis surveyed the room of stony-faced council members. They surveyed him right back. He’d lost count of how long the Council had been locked in battle, but they didn’t seem to be any closer to a solution than when they’d started. Here they were, thirteen of the most talented telepaths on a planet of telepaths, and they couldn’t communicate. Nevvis had to smile at the irony. 
 
   “You want to share your joke with the rest of us?” Lorelis asked. The long session had done nothing to dull his sharp wit and sharper tongue.
 
   “No. I’ll keep that one to myself,” Nevvis said, hoping his comment jabbed his nemesis at least a tiny bit. If it did, Lorelis kept his reaction well shielded, both physically and psychically.
 
   Nevvis ran his fingers through his hair and drew in a deep breath. “So, we are at an impasse?”
 
   Lorelis shrugged, the motion seeming casual, relaxed even, but Nevvis knew better. Nothing about Lorelis was ever casual. “If by impasse you mean that you will not get your majority vote to lead us into war against a species we don’t even know, then I suppose the answer is yes. We are at an impasse.”
 
   “Dicci!” Nevvis swore. “How many times do I have to repeat it, Lorelis? I’m not bringing this war to us. It’s already here. From the moment the Shreet slipped through that time flux and decided they liked our part of the galaxy better than theirs, the war has been on its way here. And, now that they know we have the brakeal they need to power their ships and that space station of theirs, it’s only a matter of time before they’re sitting on our porch waiting to be let in. When that time comes, we won’t be able to stop them.”
 
   Erus shifted back in his chair and folded his hands over his stomach, assuming the same annoying pose he always did right before agreeing with everything Lorelis said. If Lorelis said the moon was made of glass, Erus would rub his belly and say, Oh yes. A very shiny glass. “We have shields,” he said. Again.
 
   “Yes, Erus. We have shields. And yes, Lorelis, we have time, but not much. When the Shreet come, and they will come, we will have only our shields to keep them from taking over Drani as they have taken over so many planets already. And when those shields fall, and they will fall, we have nothing.” Nevvis swiped his hands over the table. “No offensive weapons at all. Nothing.”
 
   “Well,” Lorelis said, his pale blue eyes betraying his anger even if his slow speech and slumped posture didn’t. “We do have the Arleles.”
 
   A spattering of tense chuckles rounded the table. “True,” Salakir said, offering Nevvis one of her encouraging smiles. “Let the Shreet try to take on the Arleles; they’ll be running back to their ships inside a week.” 
 
   Nevvis forced himself back to the calm, detached persona he used to lead the Council. The Arleles were the species that shared the planet with them, and they could be deadly. Without the controls placed on them by the Dran, the Arleles were so violent they would have destroyed themselves long ago. And since most of them were telekinetic, they could have done it with ease. Even though Erus probably had a point, Nevvis refused to let them get off track. “We need help from the Alliance. We can trade brakeal for protection. Simple. The only thing holding the Shreet back right now is the massive military force of the Alliance, and they aren’t winning by much. We will be helping ourselves and them. I don’t understand why this is still being discussed.”
 
   “Speaking of Arleles, you need to deal with yours,” Lorelis said, using his sleeve to clean a spot off the glass in front of him. 
 
   “We weren’t speaking of Arleles, and Taymar isn’t my Arlele,” Nevvis said. “So, what is the harm in bringing in the Alliance? I have yet to hear a good counter to that point.”
 
   “Your Arlele is dangerous,” Lorelis said.
 
   “All Arleles are dangerous. We aren’t talking about Arleles. Stay with me, Lorelis.”
 
   “Yours is more dangerous than the rest. We can’t have telepathic telekinetic Arleles. They are bad enough when they have only one psychic ability. We can’t have it be known that it’s possible to have both. She should have never been permitted to live this long. She needs to be termed.”
 
   “We are not here to talk about Taymar,” Nevvis said, letting the statement hang as he stared at Lorelis from across the table. “And we are not going to term her, although these tests the researchers are insisting on just might.” He kept his focus on Lorelis as he addressed the room as a whole. “We are here to talk about how to keep the Shreet from invading our home and enslaving our people. All of our people. Why are you all so reluctant to get help from the Alliance?”
 
   Salakir spoke first, which wasn’t surprising. She was usually the mediator between him and Lorelis. “Because, Nevvis, once we form an agreement with the Alliance, we will never be able to undo that.”
 
   “Exactly,” Lorelis said, glancing around the room. “Once word gets out that we’ve been getting naked with the Alliance, everyone’s going to want to join the party. We keep ourselves to ourselves for a reason. A good reason. The last thing we need is off-worlders having a say in our politics and trying to control our brakeal. This Council right here.” He swept the room with his hand. “The thirteen of us who make up the Sinku rule this planet from a place of anonymity to keep ourselves free of outside influences. To ensure that our decisions are made in the interest of our people, all of our people, not just the ones with money or power or titles. And we don’t want the Alliance, or anyone else, coming in here and changing that.” 
 
   A series of grunts and mumbles followed Lorelis’s statement as most of the other members voiced their agreement. Most, Nevvis noted, but not all. He had at least some of them reconsidering their position.
 
   “We’ve been at this for some time,” Salakir said, stretching her shoulders. “Let’s table this discussion for the time being. Allow us to reflect on what has been said.”
 
   “Agreed,” Nevvis said, standing. “Thank you for your time today. But, please consider our options. This threat is real.”
 
   The absence of the normal banter and casual chat that usually followed Council meetings was palpable as one member after another hit their transtrem remotes and flashed out of the room in a series of blue swirls. Everyone except Lorelis. 
 
   “I think we’ve had enough of each other for one day, Lorelis,” Nevvis said, grabbing the projections of maps and diagrams he had prepared for the meeting and swiping them back onto the viewer.
 
   “I am Kital, and you owe me this conversation.”
 
   Nevvis threw the last diagram, one tracking the Shreet invasion across the quadrant, onto the viewer and swiped it off. “Yes, Lorelis. You are Kital. Second-in-command of the Sinku. And I am Kitalku. I am first. I owe you nothing, so say your piece before I finish securing the room, because I’ll be leaving.”
 
   Lorelis’s lip twitched. The break in his mask was rare, but Nevvis couldn’t be sure if he had been about to smile or sneer. With Lorelis, it could go either way, and Nevvis’s telepathy was no use against Lorelis’s shielded mind. 
 
   “Well, Kitalku,” Lorelis said, placing his hands palm up in front of him and bowing in an exaggerated formal greeting. “I just want you to know that I agree with you. The threat of the Shreet is real. I just don’t agree with your solution. You seem to be stuck on just that one option. There are other options.”
 
   “Like what? I didn’t hear any coming from you, or anyone else for that matter.”
 
   “As you pointed out, I am only the Kital. The responsibility for solving this is ultimately yours. I’m just advising you.”
 
   “Okay. Thank you for your superb advice, Kital. I will keep it at the forefront of my thoughts daily. I need to go.” Nevvis reached for his remote, but Lorelis grabbed his arm to stop him. 
 
   “Think on it hard, Nevvis, but also think on this: Taymar, too, is a very real threat. The longer she’s allowed to live, the more of a threat she becomes. It cannot become common knowledge that there are those among us with both psychic talents. It simply can’t. You need to handle that problem, and you need to do it soon.”
 
   Nevvis met Lorelis’s pale blue stare and stepped away to watch the swirling blue light yank his second from the room. He was going to take care of the problem—both problems—but Lorelis wasn’t going to like his solution. And that was just going to be too bad. They were out of time. The Shreet were coming, and Taymar wasn’t going to survive many more of the so-called tests the researchers in the medcom were subjecting her to. No more talking. It was time for action.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 1 – Trapped
 
    
 
   Taymar stood in the center of the barren room, knees bent and bare feet flat on the padded white floor. Sweat slid down her brow, stinging her eyes as she struggled to counter the moves of the holographic Virtual Interactive Opponent bearing down on her. The faceless man swung low with the arm-length stick in his right hand, aiming for Taymar’s thigh, but she planted her own short staff in front of her to block him. Her right hand snapped up with the shorter rod, just in time to block his backhand to her head. Both weapons vibrated down her arm as the computer registered the impact.
 
   With each successful block, her VIO, a featureless solid black humanoid, attacked faster and with greater precision. Taymar jumped left. Bringing up her short staff, she blocked a strike to her ribs but missed the blow to her shoulder. Pain shot through her left side as a tiny hovering silver ball zapped her in the arm to mimic the VIO’s hit. Taymar grunted and spun away, nearly colliding with the hovering quarterstaff she was telekinetically spinning at her left. Using her mind, she shoved the staff away as she caught her balance. It wobbled in its spin, threatening to clatter to the floor, but she used her telekinesis and teked it back into motion and swung over to the VIO. It had used the distraction to move in with another low sweep. Taymar stifled a yelp as the orb shot her in the leg. 
 
   “Why are you using the black VIO? The white one adds difficulty.” 
 
   Taymar jumped at the unexpected intrusion. She tried to hide her reaction by moving in on her opponent, but Nevvis’s keen eye, not to mention his telepathy, would know the truth. He was probably smirking already. How he managed to sneak around her own telepathy she would never know. But he did it all the time, no doubt just to watch her jump. “Go away!” she yelled, fending off another blow and managing a strike to the VIO’s midsection. The holo backed away in response.
 
   “Watch it. He’s feigning left, but he’ll come in from the right.”
 
   Another bead of sweat slid down her temple. Taymar rubbed her brow across her shoulder, but only managed to smear more sweat into her already stinging eye. The VIO ducked in with a left jab. She jumped the holo staff and blocked a blow from the right, bringing two staffs together across the VIO’s chest. A sharp pain stabbed her right thigh. Taymar yelped and hopped sideways, right into her spinning staff. She hit the floor. The staff followed. From her right, the VIO moved in for the kill. “Freeze,” she called, staring up at the rod intended for her head.
 
   “I warned you.”
 
   As if he couldn’t have done better, she thought, pushing herself up on an elbow. Pain shot through her arm and shoulder as she climbed to her feet and turned toward the door. The VIO had managed far too many strikes. She was going to feel this workout tomorrow, that much was certain.
 
   Nevvis leaned against the opening, hands tucked into the pockets of his loose-fitting black pants. A vivid blue pull-over tunic managed to fall over his fit torso in neat abandon. Short, tawny hair hung in perfect disarray. Even his smile was a precise mix of casual disinterest and genuine amusement. And, as always, his presence filled the room like a tangible bubble. Despite his attempt at casual, though, the truth was betrayed in his intense golden gaze. He worked to keep everything neutral, but Taymar could see in his eyes that something was about to happen—something bad. “Thank you. I will have a bruise now. What do you want?”
 
   Nevvis smiled and stepped into the room. “Don’t blame me. You ran into your own staff.”
 
   “Well, I wouldn’t have if you hadn’t distracted me. What do you want?” Sweat stung her eyes, and she dragged her left forearm across her brow, letting the armband absorb the moisture. Since she couldn’t take the damned thing off, she could at least use its technology to her advantage. The viscous material swirled with shades of tan and brown, making short work of the perspiration. 
 
   “If I was able to distract you, then it’s a good thing you were using the black VIO instead of the white one. You wouldn’t have stood a chance at that level of difficulty.” Nevvis stepped closer and pointed to the shimmering image poised in a menacing crouch over a now-empty spot on the floor. “Look. You were about to die.”
 
   Taymar grabbed the staff with her mind, yanked it off the floor, and set it spinning like a fan between herself and Nevvis. “That was my level of difficulty,” she said, waving her arm toward the twirling length of faux wood. Her shoulder protested the movement. “Keeping that spinning during a fight is a lot harder than tracking a white VIO. Let’s see you try it. Oh, wait. You can’t.” For effect, Taymar teked the staff again, stopping it dead still in midair before spinning it in the opposite direction. “I’m in the middle of a training session here, so one more time. What. Do. You. Want?”
 
   With far too much ease, Nevvis walked up and snatched the staff out of the air mid-spin, one hand at each end. When he planted one end on the white floor and held it there instead of putting it down, Taymar sucked in a slow breath. She had guessed right; something bad was about to happen. He turned toward the control panel built into the wall near the door. “End program,” he called, and turned back to Taymar. “They want you.”
 
   Make that very bad. For a long moment she watched, drinking in his stance, his weapon, and her options. In the end, he’d win. She knew that already. He always won. But she didn’t have to make it easy for him. Stepping back to center herself, Taymar brought both her half staff and her hand stick up to the ready position, one poised on either side of her. Nevvis’s smile disappeared. Except to slide his hand down to the center of the quarterstaff, he didn’t move, but his entire demeanor changed.
 
   They watched each other for a moment. It wouldn’t be much of a fight. He held a solid, weighted staff. Hers were computerized models meant to interact with the VIO. His staff would crush hers on impact. Of course, she could use her telekinesis to alter their form, but then Nevvis could, like all Dran, drop her to the ground with one agonizing thought. Aside from that, they were well matched. “What do they want?” Taymar asked, wrapping her mind around his staff in case she didn’t like the answer–knowing full well that she wouldn’t like the answer.
 
   “Pull on your dry shirt, and let’s go,” Nevvis said. When he pulled back on the staff and met resistance, his expression hardened. “Tay, don’t do this. Not today. Just dry yourself off, grab your shirt, and come with me.”
 
   “Where? The medcom?” Taymar held tight to all three weapons, but the futility of her options settled in like a winter storm. “What do they want? They have done every test imaginable at least twice. There can’t possibly be anything left to test.”
 
   A familiar tingling ran along her spine, ending at her temples as Nevvis connected with the shatu in her brain. His expression smoothed out to hard detachment. “Easy way or hard way, Tay. You choose.”
 
   She stood as still as stone, glaring back at his calm assurance with as much venom as she could manage. Those words sent a chill straight to her soul, trailing a pain as real as the one ratcheting up along her nervous system. It meant she was going to the medcom one way or the other; how painful the trip would be was up to her. Gods beyond! She hated it when he said that.
 
   The burning pain ran under her skin like liquid fire, and with each passing heartbeat it became more engulfing. A Dran could ultimately kill an Arlele through the shatu, but Nevvis was only making his point. Before it reached a debilitating level, Taymar threw her fighting sticks toward the far wall. An instant before they would have landed in a broken pile, she caught them in the air with her telekinesis and placed them on the ground. When Nevvis moved to toss his staff over to join them, she snatched it away from him with her mind and whipped it down in a low, sweeping strike. Air whistled past it as Nevvis twisted and jumped to avoid the blow to his shin. Unfortunately, he was fast. Too fast. The staff managed a stinging thump against his calf, but not the bone-breaking strike she had been hoping for. If nothing else, he was going to have one hell of a welt.
 
   As Nevvis spun around, fire in his golden eyes, Taymar sent the staff over to the wall to join the others. “Oops,” she said with a shrug. “Hope that doesn’t leave a bruise.” 
 
   Ignoring him as much as possible, she teked the towel off the floor and met it halfway across the room, snatching it out of the air as she stalked toward her clothes pile near the door. She wiped off the worst of the sweat and pulled the soft cream-colored shirt over her skintight workout layer. The loose-fitting pants were deep brown, the same color as the thumbnail-size diamond of spots that ran along either side of her neck and the underside of her forearms. The same color as her hair. Both the shirt and the spots contrasted nicely with her skin, which was a definite beige—darker than Nevvis’s tone, but not as dark as others. Nevvis had chosen the clothes, like he chose everything in her life. And like everything else he did, he had made the perfect choice.
 
   When she finished pulling on her shoes, she turned to him. Without a word, he motioned her toward the hallway and fell in behind her as she headed for the door.
 
   Once outside, Taymar stepped down onto the mossy path and sucked in a calming breath. As the jungle primed for the afternoon downpour, she could almost squeeze the humidity out of the air in her clenched fists. It clung to her skin, mingling with the sweat from her workout. The scent of wet plants and life filled her lungs, but it didn’t help. A minor miracle wouldn’t help. Not when Nevvis had that hard crease in his brow. 
 
   She dug her heels into the soft green moss and jerked her arm away a second before he grabbed it. “Where are we going?”
 
   He stopped and gave her one of his yellow-eyed stares. She returned it in kind. Nevvis was tall and fit, on the larger side compared to other Dran, but by no means the bulking mass of the Arlele miners. Yet he came across like a force of nature, as if he should have his own gravity. And, in a way, he did. People were drawn to him, and they gladly did his bidding. Well, not Taymar, but most people.
 
   She suspected his unholy influence was because of his disturbingly powerful telepathy. There were telepaths. There were strong telepaths. And then there was Nevvis. He coiled that telepathy around her mind like a snake around the little vinrats that hid in the shrubs as he stepped behind her and pushed her in front of him. “I don’t have the patience for this today. Just go.”
 
   “Well, I guess that means we’re either going to the medical compound or I’m in trouble again. Since I don’t remember doing anything heinous lately, that leaves the medcom, doesn’t it?” She sidestepped and stopped, using her own telepathy to feel around for the answer. As usual, she met the rock wall of his shielded mind. 
 
   “You haven’t exactly been easy to live with.”
 
   “And for my crimes, I should have to live alone. As in, not with you.” When Nevvis didn’t bite, she pressed on. “What are they going to do? More tests?”
 
   “Tay, does it really matter?”
 
   “Yes. It matters. You’re not the one being strapped to tables or impaled with needles.”
 
   “Impaled? Really? New vocabulary word?” Nevvis reached down and grabbed her forearm. The surface of her armband swirled under his fingers in little rings. Gods, how she hated that thing. “We’re not going through this today. I said let’s go. Now go.”
 
   Taymar jerked backward. “No! I’m not going there again!” Almost out of instinct, Taymar wrapped her mind around the first solid object she saw and tried to hurl it at Nevvis’s head. The branch managed a pitiful hop before blinding pain seized her entire body. And before she had time to double over, the pain vanished as suddenly as it began. Though it had been brief, Nevvis had tagged her hard enough to make his point.
 
   Taymar blinked away the spots and glared up at him. He stared back. That stare made most people look away, but again, she wasn’t most people. 
 
   “First of all, I’m going to pretend I didn’t see that log flip over, because that would mean you just tried using your teke to attack me, and we both know how that would end.” He waited for her to respond. When she didn’t, he leaned in closer. “You do recall how that will end, don’t you?”
 
   She smiled. “Next time, I’ll make sure it’s worth it.”
 
   He waited a second too long before continuing. One point for her. “Secondly, the only reason the last test was such a disaster is because you tried to dismantle the medcom while you were there.”
 
   Her smile vanished. “You can’t say that. You don’t know what it’s like.”
 
   “What I know is this: You are going to the medcom. How you get there is your choice.” His grip on her arm tightened, and when Nevvis stepped away, he assumed the unyielding persona of her overseer, her ki, the person who could legally make her life hell. “Easy way or hard way, Tay. You pick.”
 
   “What are they going to do?” she asked, lurching forward to avoid falling.
 
   “It doesn’t matter.” He set out toward the transtrem again, still pulling her by her armband. The flexible material continued to swirl beneath his grip like a living thing—sometimes blue, sometimes green, other times the same deep brown as the spots on her arms and neck. He didn’t have spots, of course; Nevvis was a Dran. They didn’t have spots or psi-receptors or armbands. They didn’t have telekinesis, either. Only Arleles had that. 
 
   Taymar caught up with Nevvis and made a point of touching every large rock they passed with her mind, but not actually moving one. When they finally stopped in front of the transtrem, her arm ached from Nevvis’s increasingly ever-tightening grip. So worth it.
 
    “You’re not helping yourself,” he said as he placed his hand on the scanner to activate the transport device. Blue light swirled beneath the glass surface of the circular pad in front of them. The trempad was set right into the ground, and how Nevvis managed to keep the jungle from swallowing it whole—or the path that led to it, for that matter—was beyond her. There wasn’t much to it. Just a flat pad enclosed by a cagelike guardrail on which the hand scanner was mounted. A series of clicks marked the release of the security gates, and he pulled her onto the pad. “Central Newete,” he called to the computer. “Medcom. Bay two. Direct transport.”
 
   “Who says I’m trying to help anyone?”
 
   “Transport pending,” the computer announced. 
 
   Taymar smirked. “Lines must be crowded. This close to the rains. We should go another day.”
 
   Nevvis just shook his head. With his status, she half expected him to enter some secret code into the scanner and push his request through, but instead they waited their turn for the jump to the city. 
 
   She tried for another calming breath, but it came out as more of a pant. Each second took a day to pass, until she could barely swallow let alone stand still. The panic bubbling under the surface started seeping out and consuming her. “What’s the point, anyway?” She grabbed his fingers and tried yanking them backward. “Why do they care if I have both abilities? So what? So I do. What do they hope to accomplish with all these tests? It’s been years of this. What don’t they know? Let me go!”
 
   In one neat move, he twisted her arm behind her back. “We are not doing this today. Now stop.” He dropped his free hand on her shoulder and pulled her back against him. “Get yourself under control.”
 
   “I’m not the one out of control; they are. They say they want to create both abilities in Arleles. They don’t need to. If they put a telepathic Arlele in a room with a telekinetic one, they have me.” 
 
   Three rapid beeps warned that they were about to jump. “If you put two Arleles of any kind in a room, what you have is at least one dead Arlele,” Nevvis said, just before a cone of blue light swirled up around them. Taymar felt the familiar yank, as if her guts were being pulled out of her toes, and a heartbeat later glowing white walls replaced lush green and red fauna.
 
   She tried to slow her panting breaths with little success. The scent of sterilized air and the endless rows of glowing corridors didn’t help. As soon as the gate dropped, Nevvis guided her off the pad. 
 
   A male and female Dran, both dressed in red and black medcom uniforms, waited, their minds shielded. Taymar recognized the woman right away. She had been one of the janu assigned to guard her a few years back. Nothing could be worse than the two years she had spent locked in that glass cage in the medcom. Nothing. They had nearly killed her. She had nearly killed them. Taymar locked onto those pale orange eyes, and her thin tendrils of control snapped.
 
   With her free arm, she spun around as much as she could and pounded her elbow into Nevvis’s ribs. Her heel followed. She slammed her foot back on what was supposed to be the side of Nevvis’s knee. Unfortunately, they had run through this dance one too many times. Her foot met air. 
 
   Nevvis wrapped his arm in front of her free elbow and slid her arm up over her head. Before she could wiggle sideways, he had his leg entwined in hers. Then, with a twist from behind, she hit the wall. She wasn’t moving. Nevvis still held her banded wrist behind her; the other arm he kept pinned above her head by locking his forearm across the back of her neck. 
 
    “Taymar.” His lips brushed her ear as he spoke, his voice dangerously calm and quiet. “Think. Stop acting like an Arlele for one minute, and think. You can get irrational and crazy all you want, but in the end, you are going through with this test. You can walk in there. You can crawl in there. I can carry you in there. It makes no difference to me, but you are going in there.”
 
   He smelled like new rain and clean clothes and power. She had never one time smelled fear on him, and she sure didn’t smell it now. She clamped her teeth together to stop them from chattering.
 
   “I’m going to take a step back, and you are going to stay right there. Do you understand?”
 
   Telepathy was generally considered a more personal or intimate form of communication, and she was feeling neither at the moment. But since his arm was smashed against her head, it was all she had. <Yes.>
 
   Nevvis stepped away. Both hands remained where they were, though, and so did she. Her heart drummed in her ears so loudly, she was surprised she even heard him address the janu. “You need to leave,” he said. Then he slowly slid his hand back across Taymar’s neck to release her arm. Before she could put it down, he placed her hand on the wall and covered it with his.
 
   “But, taru,” the woman said, using a title of respect. “I was assigned to the case because I know this Arlele, and…”
 
   “You need to leave. Now.” 
 
   Even though she still couldn’t see them, Taymar knew Nevvis had to be leveling the woman with one of his looks. As expected, the next sound she heard was that of footsteps moving away while the janu’s partner struggled unsuccessfully to keep his shock shielded. 
 
   Nevvis slid his right hand down to circle her other wrist. “Okay. Let’s try this one more time.” He backed her away from the wall. “Are you ready?”
 
   She shook her head. Another bead of sweat that had nothing to do with her workout trickled down her temple. “Are they going to lock me in that room again?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Do you promise?”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   “What are they going to do?”
 
   For a second, she didn’t think he would answer. When he did, his voice was softer, quieter. And tense. “Something about tracking the communication between the teke lobe and the telepathy lobe of your brain. They have a theory about connecting the two lobes. I don’t know beyond that.”
 
   “But they already did that.”
 
   “I guess they have a new machine.”
 
   Taymar nodded and put her free arm down to her side. Nevvis’s hand came with it. “But they’re not going to put me in that room, right?”
 
   “I believe I already answered that. I’m done. Just follow the janu. And ouch.”
 
   She smiled. He didn’t have to give her that.
 
   The janu led them through two hallways to a conveyer shuttle. Cushioned seats lined the walls. No one sat. Every click of the shuttle sounded like a small explosion. Nevvis’s grip tensed just before the shuttle chimed their arrival, and when the door finally opened again, Taymar knew for sure she wasn’t the only one worried about the experiment. 
 
   Jalkean stood just outside the shuttle doors. For some reason, he never looked quite right in his kar uniform. He filled it out well enough, looking every bit like the enforcer he was supposed to be. The black body armor stretched over him like a second skin, and the weapon belts across his hip and shoulders only added bulk in the most appealing places. She had seen more than a few heads turn when he was escorting her somewhere, and they weren’t looking at her. But the uniform still didn’t suit him. Not really.
 
   She wondered if it was his muddy brown hair that was forever in a state of chaos. Or maybe the problem was his eyes, a paler version of Nevvis’s, always watching her with such worry and sadness. Unfortunately, even though he didn’t look like a kar, he always acted like one. 
 
   Jalkean frowned as he surveyed the group. He gave her one of his sad little glances complete with a small headshake, and then immediately stepped over to grab her free arm. Without a word, spoken or sent, Nevvis and Jalkean had Taymar between them, each with a hand on her arm, each holding a wrist behind her back.
 
   “They’re ready,” Jalkean said as they followed the apparently mute janu partway down another corridor to a dull, gray double door.
 
   So am I, she thought.
 
   Nevvis stepped partially around to face her. “Taymar! Don’t do this. Not today.”
 
   “You’re the one doing this, Nevvis.” His perfectly controlled exterior cracked for an instant. Something about this experiment didn’t sit right even with him. “You could make this all go away if you wanted to, and don’t pretend you couldn’t. I know better.”
 
   “You’re one Arlele surrounded by three Dran in the middle of the medcom in Central Newete. Think. Use that spotted head of yours, for a change. What do you hope to do?”
 
   Taymar clamped her chattering teeth together. She glared straight into his livid yellow eyes and did her best to smile. “Tell your janu to open the door, and let’s find out.”
 
   “Dicci! I swear on the Creator…” He stared up at the ceiling and sucked in a deep breath. A second later he turned to Jalkean, who had been suspiciously silent during the entire exchange. “Give me a hood.”
 
   Those words sucked the air out of the room. The lights seemed to flicker around her as she struggled to regain her bearings. Bile lurched up into her throat, and when she looked over her shoulder, Nevvis was reaching behind her. 
 
   Breathe. Breathe. The mantra didn’t help. She turned to Jalkean. For some reason, he hadn’t moved. He only stared back at Nevvis, his expression as close to contempt as she had ever seen it. 
 
   If they hooded her, she was finished. Not only would she be blinded; the dinisolate-coated lining would block both of her abilities. Nevvis had been right about one thing. One way or the other she would be going into that lab, but she could take as many of them down in the process as possible. She had been hoping to get where she could do the most damage, but the fight started now.
 
   Suddenly, the mute janu found his mind. <Watch her,> he sent too late.
 
   Since Jalkean was distracted, he made a better target. Unfortunately, his body armor also made him untouchable, so she didn’t even try. With all the strength she had, she twisted right and pushed into him. Instead of stepping with her, he leaned back, losing his center. With a violent twist to her left and some help from her telekinesis, she threw him to the ground. When the janu jumped in and only managed to get tangled up with Nevvis, she yanked her right arm free. 
 
   As Jalkean scrambled to his feet, Taymar smacked the button on his belt that she knew triggered the hood. At the same time the thin gray fabric popped out, Nevvis tapped her psi-receptors. 
 
   Pain ripped through her body, but she knew it was coming. She yanked the fabric from the belt and shoved it in her shoe. The dinisolate kept her from using her teke on the hood, but she managed to send the shoe a fair distance before the crippling pain dropped her to the floor. 
 
   “Let her go!” Nevvis yelled. “Everyone, clear!”
 
   All three of them stepped away as if she were on fire. Taymar pushed herself up on shaky hands and knees, but just barely. You’re okay, she told herself as she tried to breathe through the pain. You’re fine. She wanted to curl up in a ball, to scream and throw up at the same time, but she wouldn’t give Nevvis the pleasure. Not if she could help it. 
 
   “I’ll get the hood,” the janu said.
 
   Taymar reached for the shoe, but the pain overwhelmed her.
 
   “No. Just…just no.” Nevvis knelt down beside her just as the door slid open. 
 
   All three of them started screaming at the unfortunate Dran to close the door. Taymar never saw his face. She looked right past him into the lab and locked onto the first thing she saw. Were it not for the burning pain coursing through her body, she could have twisted the examination table to a knot. As it was, she managed to slide it into a wall before someone smashed her face against the floor.
 
   A knee pressed into her back. Someone wrapped his hand around the back of her neck, and another hand slid down over her eyes. Hair stuck to her sweat-soaked face and covered mouth as she struggled to breathe, and just when she thought her fight was lost, the pain stopped. 
 
   “This is not working.” Nevvis said, his voice strained. “Tay, put your hands out to your side, and I will move my knee.” As he spoke, the fingers holding her neck pushed back the hair covering her mouth. “Palms down.”
 
   With some effort, she managed to wedge her arms free and positioned them next to her head. Someone else, probably Jalkean, came along and slid them farther forward and uncurled her fists. Nevvis didn’t remove his knee completely, but he did take the weight off, and Taymar sucked in a grateful breath.
 
   This time when he spoke, his presence in her mind wasn’t him connecting with her psi-receptors—it was him kneading away at her telepathic shields. “You have to calm down. You’re a sweaty, trembling mess, and for what? When have I ever hurt you? When have I ever let them hurt you?”
 
   <I’m here on this floor, aren’t I?>
 
   “You did that to yourself. If you want to run into the same wall over and over, don’t blame me when your head starts bleeding. When have I ever hurt you?”
 
   He had a point. So far, she had brought everything on herself. And in all fairness, the really bad tests had ended the day he stopped her from killing Teln and took over as her ki. But it was more than the tests. Sure. Nevvis’s house, with its massive gardens, was better than the room in the medcom, but they were both just cages. When would she be able to walk the streets of Drani like everyone else? Based on how the last five years had gone, never.
 
   She took another deep breath. Nevvis’s mental soothing was working. She hated that he could do that, but she didn’t push him away, either—not that she could if she wanted to. One hand still held her around the neck, but with the other, he slowly peeled away the locks of hair that fell across her face. Jalkean knelt in front of her, the kar who wasn’t.
 
   <You don’t understand, Nevvis,> she sent, since her face was still pressed against the floor. <Your people are killing me. I can’t live like this.>
 
   <I’m know. I’m trying.>
 
   <Trying to what? Kill me? Congratulations! You’re about there.> She started to move, but Jalkean dropped his hands over hers and held them still. She could have yanked them free, but thanks to Nevvis mushing around in her head, she didn’t really want to. 
 
   <No. I’m trying to save you, but you aren’t helping.> 
 
   That was unexpected. Save her how? He had saved her from a death sentence by not letting her kill Teln, but his comment suggested something other than that. She glanced up at Jalkean’s hands covering hers and wondered not for the first time why Dran only had one thumb. Probably the same reason they didn’t have spots and their ears stuck to their head. But what was that reason? <Do we have to do this?>
 
   Nevvis slid his knee away. “Do we have to do this throwing you on the floor and fighting you every step of the way? No. Do we have to do this test? Yes. Are you ready to act like you have some sense?” 
 
   This time, when Taymar slid her arms back, Jalkean let her. Nevvis kept his hold around the back of her neck, but he used his other hand to help pull her to her feet. Just for fun, she tried using her teke to scan the hand sensor that opened the door. Sometimes it worked. This time it didn’t. Too bad; she would have enjoyed seeing the janu go into another fit.
 
   Jalkean resumed his position opposite Nevvis. “You are going to be your own undoing. You know that, right?” Jalkean said, taking her arm.
 
   She just shrugged. “What are they going to do? Lock me up and run tests on me?” She slapped her hand over her mouth. “Oh, wait. They already do that.”
 
   If Jalkean had anything else to say, he didn’t get it out. The janu swiped open the door, and Nevvis’s mind clamped down around Taymar’s in anticipation. She didn’t move. 
 
   Except for the table once again in the center of the floor, the room was empty. Several dinisolate-protected doors led out to adjacent walls, but only a couple of Dran remained inside. 
 
   Nevvis pushed her toward the table. “Jump up and lie down.”
 
   “Why do they always have to strap me down?”
 
   “Asks the Arlele who just got up off the floor,” Jalkean said as he moved to the far side of the table.
 
   Nevvis laughed, but it didn’t hide his tension. “With this test, you have to stay dead still. If they were doing the test on me, they would restrain me, too.”
 
   “Why don’t they do the test on you? A control subject. I like that.”
 
   “Come on.” Nevvis patted the table. As usual, it had almost no padding, no pillow, no nothing. Just a skinny flat metal table with restraint bands built in that smelled of disinfectant. “I’m not the one with two abilities, you are. Let’s get this over with.”
 
   “Sometimes I wonder.” Taymar pushed herself up on the table and lay back with her hands pushed under her to hide the trembling. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2 – Tests
 
    
 
   True to her expectations, Jalkean walked around the table, activating the restraint bands. A haze of what looked like dust appeared above each knee and forearm. In less than a second, the haze thickened and solidified into a band. As each particle beam sucked down against her skin, her stomach tried to climb farther into her throat, until once again she had to force herself to swallow. 
 
   Nevvis moved his hand away long enough to let the band form across her chest and then went back to absently kneading the back of her neck as he stood beside her. She watched him. He was focused on something across the room. To everyone else, he was the calm, always in control, agent of the Council. But the tension in his jaw and the distracted pauses in his touch told her something wasn’t right. 
 
   She tried to look around the room again, but the band across her chest made it nearly impossible to move. Just breathing was a challenge. Instead, she thought about the model tree house she had built. The one on a shelf at Nevvis’s house. It was where she would live when the day finally came that she could rid herself of the tests and the restraints, and all of it. She would flee to the planet Travok and live in a tree house, where the Dran couldn’t find her.
 
   “Tay,” Nevvis said, turning her head back to face him. “Tay. Look at me.” 
 
   Something heavy slid across the floor behind her. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing. Just watch me.” He smiled a little and brushed some hair away with his thumb. “You look rough.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “I’m sure I’ve looked worse.” Doors slid open and closed, and more shuffling sounds filled the room. 
 
   When she tried again to look around, Nevvis locked his fingers behind her neck and cupped her jaw between the heels of his hands. “Very true. You have had your share of bad days.”
 
   The table lurched as someone backed into it. Another piece of equipment slid in near her head, and something on the table clicked. The barely checked panic broke loose, and Taymar jerked against the particle bands. She squeezed her eyes shut and pulled with every bit of strength she had. They didn’t move. They never did. When she opened her eyes, Nevvis’s cocky yellow stare waited for her. She wanted to spit on him.
 
   “Don’t.”
 
   “Or what?”
 
   “Just don’t.”
 
   A telepathic message finally broke the dead silence as a woman ordered something moved. <Over there.> 
 
   Taymar rushed into the woman’s mind, hoping to pick up anything from the Dran’s thoughts. With her eyes closed, Taymar jumped from mind to mind, looking for an opening. Most were sealed tight. Medcom Dran tended to be skilled telepaths, especially those who worked with her. But one young doctor was too excited about his experiment and let his shield thin. 
 
   Taymar slipped in and looked around. The man’s thoughts ran wild with theories and expectations that meant nothing to her. From what she could tell, he was calibrating a computer, tapping out commands on a viewer and growing increasingly anxious to get started. She was just sorting out the getting started with what part when something cold and wet wiped across her forehead.
 
   She pulled out of the Dran’s mind and snapped her eyes open just as Jalkean pulled her hair back from her brow. 
 
   “Go,” Nevvis said. His grip on her jaw tightened while yet another band sucked down across her forehead. When he moved his hands, Taymar couldn’t even twist her head to follow him as he walked away. 
 
   “Nevvis! Get it off!” When no one responded, she called out with her mind. <Nevvis!> Her breath came in short gasps, and she was just about to jump into the doctor’s mind again when Nevvis reappeared behind her.
 
   “Relax,” he whispered, brushing her hair back again. He spread a sterilizing cream across her brow above the band and activated it with a handheld heat unit. At first, her skin tingled as the cream bubbled and evaporated, but when he pulled the unit away, an icy blast took its place. Nevvis glanced down and gave her a wink. “Believe me. You’re going to be fine. Just calm down.”
 
   <Get this off. I can’t breathe.>
 
   “You’re breathing just fine. You can’t fight. Fighting and breathing are not the same thing. I know that’s a challenging concept for you.” He tapped her once on the nose and walked away again.
 
   White hot rage seeped through her pores, filling her core like liquid fire. For the third time, she reached for the doctor’s mind. This time, he was watching her. Good. She saw herself strapped down to the table, her dark brown hair spilling out over the end. A machine stood poised just behind her. Nevvis was right; she did look rough. She saw herself smile. An instant before she used her view through the doctor’s eyes to send the machine flying into the wall, a burst of pain made her scream.
 
   “Don’t you do it,” Nevvis said from somewhere beside her. “Get him behind a dinisolate door. Not helpful, Tay.”
 
   When the spots cleared, Taymar glared up at Nevvis. A woman spoke from across the room. “We are ready to begin, but you can’t keep tapping her shaki. I believe we explained that.”
 
   Nevvis’s expression was such a comical mix of exasperation and disbelief. Taymar would have laughed were the situation not so serious. As it was, she managed a smirk until he started talking. “That highly calibrated machine you nearly ruined is going to insert probes into your head. It would be a good idea to let them go in straight. You could permanently damage your brain if you don’t. Do you understand? Don’t touch anything with your teke. This is imperative. Tell me you understand.”
 
   Taymar watched him for a second. He was deadly serious. They really were going to stick needles into her head. She started to nod, but couldn’t. <Yes,> she sent instead.
 
   “Okay, good.” Nevvis nodded at whom she assumed to be the woman who had spoken. Then he placed his hand over her eyes.
 
   Another wave of panic set in, and she wrapped her mind around his hands to push them away.
 
   “Taymar. Not a good idea!”
 
   Good idea or not, she shoved them away just as something ice-cold pressed against her forehead. Three tiny pricks made her jump. The quick stabbing pain that followed died away almost immediately, and only a bizarre pressure lingered.
 
   “That’s two.”
 
   She blinked up at him. She had probes stuck in her brain, and he was keeping score of her transgressions. Unbelievable. <What do I win if I get to three?> she sent, afraid to move her mouth for fear of scrambling her brain. Too bad she couldn’t keep her thumping heart still as well.
 
   “You don’t want to find out.” He turned and addressed the woman. “Let’s get this over with. What do you want her to do?”
 
   Now that the secret was out, the Dran minds were as open as viewers, with the exception of Nevvis’s, of course. Taymar jumped from one to the other without interference. This time when the doctor spoke, Taymar could see her through the eyes of one of the Dran techs. She was bent over a viewer, her shock of orange hair popping out from her head like sunspots. The lines on her face betrayed her sour nature. She was old beyond her years, and from the look on her face she made those who worked with her old as well. “Start with telepathy.”
 
   Nevvis glanced down. Since Taymar wasn’t trying to hide her snooping, it only took an instant before he knew what she was up to. “Is that good enough?” he asked the doctor.
 
   “Is what good enough?”
 
   “Her telepathy. Did you get a good enough reading? Can we move on?”
 
   “I don’t know what your point is, but I can tell you she isn’t using telepathy. Just instruct her to do it. Use your own so we can get a reception read as well.”
 
   Taymar didn’t bother hiding her smirk. Few people were brave enough or stupid enough to cross Nevvis. This would be fun to watch.
 
   <Since you weren’t using your telepathy before, why don’t you not use it again, but this time do it loud enough for the less talented people in the room to hear you?>
 
   Taymar feigned ignorance.
 
   <Take your time. You’re the one on the table.>
 
   <Maybe moving the probes isn’t such a bad idea. At least it will get me away from you people.>
 
   <If you want to get away from them, you’ll have to jump out a window or something. They would probably like you better with brain damage. Less work.>
 
   <Who says I was talking about them?>
 
   Nevvis smiled. “What next?”
 
   The doctor’s confusion was obvious. She exchanged mental dialogue with some of the other Dran as she tapped commands on the viewer. “Have her levitate that,” she said finally.
 
   A quick pass through her mind revealed a red fist-size ball near Jalkean. Taymar snatched the ball off the table and used one of the tech’s visions to hurl it straight for the doctor. She jumped back just as Taymar reversed the ball’s direction and flung it at Nevvis’s head. He definitely saw the ball coming, but he never looked up. His cool, demanding gaze remained locked on her. He knew she wasn’t daring enough to hit him with it, and he wasn’t wrong. An instant before the ball slammed into his cheek, Taymar brought it to a dead stop. Nevvis didn’t even blink. He just watched her, eyebrows slightly raised, radiating complete self-assurance.
 
   After a moment of tense silence, the doctor gave her next instructions. “Now get her to use both.”
 
   “That was both. How do you think she saw the ball? Or you? She’s been in your heads this whole time.”
 
   “Maybe she saw the ball when she came in. I don’t know. But she didn’t use both, that much I can tell you. In order for her to use both, there has to be communication between the two back lobes, and there wasn’t. Just have her do it.”
 
   “What are you talking about? She had to see the ball to move it. She can’t see you, so she couldn’t see the…forget it.” Nevvis sucked in a slow, deep breath. “Tay, get that ball away from my face and send your station number. Loudly, so she can hear you.”
 
   Taymar moved the ball such a small degree that only a sharp eye could have seen it move at all. <I’ve told you before. I don’t have a station number.> A rare display of frustration flashed across Nevvis’s face, but before he could voice it, Taymar sent the ball crashing into the perfect white wall with enough force to lodge it there.
 
   Nevvis didn’t comment. He looked back at the doctor with sarcastic innocence and asked, “Is there anything else you want to tell me?” When the orange-haired woman made no effort to respond, Nevvis continued. “I guess not. You have your data. The tests don’t need repeating because the data will not change, so take this thing off her.”
 
   “We’re not done,” the doctor said. “You need to tap her psi-receptor.”
 
   “Why? It works just like any other Arlele’s.”
 
   “We need to plot the path her receptor takes in her brain. Just do it.”
 
   Judging from the look on Nevvis’s face, the woman had made one demand too many. “Taymar is finished. You will release her, and you will do it right now.”
 
   The woman didn’t speak, but from somewhere in the room another Dran fulfilled her wishes. The tech was rushed and his tag lacked control. For the second time that morning, Taymar screamed out.
 
   The pain lasted only a moment. A heavy thump sounded just before the connection broke, and relief rushed over her. A brief scan of the Dran minds told her that Jalkean had thrown the attacker into a wall, but she didn’t care. It wasn’t enough. She felt numb. The emotional chaos left behind a feeling of despair and violation so profound it threatened to swallow her. When the icy metal bar finally lifted away from her skin, it was all she could do to fight back the tears. Shame at her weakness and anger at her shame vied for first place in her overtapped emotions. She just wanted to curl up in a dark corner where the Dran wouldn’t find her and disappear.
 
   Finally, the confinement beams dissolved. The suffocating pressure across her chest lifted. She sucked in a deep breath. Sweat trickled down her temple and her heart still raced, but at least she was free. Afraid of what she would find, Taymar brushed trembling fingers across her brow. She felt no holes, no blood, nothing. Nevvis patted her shoulder absently before stalking over to where Jalkean still had the Dran pinned to the floor. Everyone was distracted. It was time to act.
 
   Taymar leaped from the table in a move so sudden nobody in the room had time to react. The pain and frustration of the day exploded inside, and she used that raw emotion like an invisible fist to crush the table with her mind and hurl it across the room. The groan of the bending metal as it crashed into the wall washed over the sounds of screaming as she turned and headed for the door. Someone activated the auto lock, but not before she managed to slide through the narrow gap of the closing doors. Using her telekinesis, she bowed them before spinning to race down the deserted corridor.
 
   ###
 
   “Dicci!” Nevvis swore under his breath. It took four people to finally pry the mangled panels open, but by that time all there was to see on the other side was an empty hall. He had felt her reach for the table. She couldn’t hide a whisper in a windstorm let alone a full-blown assault, but he just couldn’t bring himself to tap her shaki. Not again. Now, as his eyes fell on the endless doors and shuttles lining the corridor in front of him, he wished he had. “She can’t have gone far. Jalkean, come help me find her,” he said as he squeezed through the narrow gap.
 
   “Well, what did you expect? After what you did to her today, you can’t blame her for running,” Jalkean said as he brushed past Nevvis and slipped up to the first door. He swiped it open. Nothing.
 
   “What I did was keep her from killing herself or anyone else. Did you already lock down the shuttles?”
 
   “Yes, and don’t try to play the hero with me. I know better. Swipe that door.”
 
   Nevvis stopped and stared at Jalkean. “What is wrong with you?”
 
   “What just happened in there is what’s wrong with me. Where does it stop, Nevvis? When does it end? How many more tests can they possibly come up with? And you let them. You are no better than they are.”
 
   Fury pulsed off the younger man. His flaxen eyes flashed, almost begging Nevvis to cross some invisible line, giving him permission to unleash his anger. Instead, Nevvis drew in a slow breath, shielded himself completely from Jalkean’s emotions, and spoke in the same authoritative voice he used with everyone else. “We don’t have time for this. You are in no position to admonish me for my actions. You have no idea what today was really about, and you have no idea the lengths I have gone to in order to keep that Arlele alive.”
 
   His attempt to calm the young kar failed. If anything, Jalkean’s fury boiled over into rage. “I’m in no posi…what! Someone has to stand up to you, Nevvis, and it seems like I’m the only one left on this planet brave enough to do it.” Jalkean lowered his voice as two Arleles rounded a corner and headed toward the warped door. When they had squeezed through, Jalkean stabbed his finger at the doors. “What happened in there was wrong, and you let it happen. Now, I will concede that she’s a tough one to handle. I’m not saying I want the job. But you are so used to having your way, you don’t think about the price others pay. Taymar does what you ask, for the most part, at least. She didn’t deserve that.”
 
   Nevvis watched the young kar for a moment and knew that there were too many truths in what he had said. But, there were also things Jalkean didn’t know, could never know, that skewed what he saw into simple choices. All of that he kept cloaked behind the shroud of controlled indifference that had become so natural. “Don’t judge my actions. Tay is my responsibility, not yours.” Nevvis shifted to telepathy and sent his thoughts to Jalkean alone, a skill only a handful of Dran could manage, Jalkean not being one of them. <Now, if this is about sacrifices some other person is about to make, then you need to tell me now before it’s too late.>
 
   Jalkean flushed both from embarrassment and rage. He started responding in their native language, but a noise down the corridor silenced them both. Another rustle confirmed their suspicions, and they jogged over to the door in question. Without words or thoughts, both men put aside their fight and worked in perfect unison. Jalkean swiped the door and Nevvis dove in, sliding across the floor.
 
   A chair hurled through the air. She had been aiming at where his head should have been, and this time she had no intention of stopping short of her mark. As it crashed into the corridor wall in an explosion of parts, he rolled to his side and barely missed being pummeled by the chair’s wheel base. He just managed to get a lock on her psi-receptors when a desk barreled across the room toward him. Nevvis jumped up and threw himself across the top a heartbeat before it slammed into the wall. Bits of ceiling showered the floor. 
 
   “Get her! Get her!” Jalkean called.
 
   Nevvis rolled over just as Taymar leaped onto another cabinet and threw herself through the huge glass window. Jalkean slid across the top of the desk and ran to the unlikely exit before Nevvis managed to find his feet. 
 
   “Do you see her?” Nevvis asked, finally navigating the wreckage in the office to join him.
 
   “Great idea you gave her. ‘Jump out the window.’ Well, I guess she did what you asked, didn’t she?”
 
   Nevvis picked a piece of the ceiling out of his hair and leveled one of his deadlier looks at the kar. “And why didn’t you tag her instead of yelling for me to do it?”
 
   “Because I couldn’t see through a face full of lab coats. There she is.”
 
   Nevvis leaned out over the opening and looked down. A dense cluster of green and orange bushes shifted and snapped as Taymar struggled to her feet and took off at a slow, limping jog. “It’s a miracle she didn’t fall on her head. My luck, if I follow her down, I will. I’ll hold her from here; you go down and get her.”
 
   Jalkean turned and ran from the room, but not before mumbling something about giving the jump a try. Nevvis just shook his head and locked onto Taymar. A crowd was already forming as she struggled to run away from his hold. She truly was a stunning creature, even now with her hair falling around her in wild, sweaty chunks. It matched the spots that ran down the sides of her neck and forearms perfectly, making them stand out all the more against her light brown skin. But it was her eyes that had always captivated him. A person didn’t need telepathy to understand Taymar. Her every thought was right there in the ice-cold depths of her storm-gray eyes. She was frustrating, and alluring, and she could never be his. He would forever be her ki, her overseer. She would forever be his tali, his responsibility, but never a friend. Never a mate.
 
   Taymar stumbled again and finally went down just as the kars started showing up to investigate. Jalkean finally pushed through the crowd and Nevvis released his hold. The quiet voice deep inside that loathed what he had just done tried to speak its mind, but he shoved it down and headed for the door. As always, he had done what had to be done. He didn’t have to like it.
 
   ###
 
   Pain ripped through Taymar’s entire body. She tried to push it back and keep running, but with each step the intensity swelled until it consumed her. She stumbled forward, but her legs wouldn’t hold her and her knees hit the ground, sending another shock of pain up her spine. A knot of people formed to watch, but none dared help–especially not the Arleles. They all knew she was running from a Dran and to help her was a crime.
 
   With another burst of determination, she pushed herself back up and staggered forward a few more steps. The pressure increased until her skull pulsed with her racing heart. One more step. If only she could get behind something so he couldn’t see her. Even Nevvis might lose his hold at this distance.
 
   “Taymar, stop. Just stop.”
 
   That was Jalkean calling from somewhere outside the throng of onlookers. Where were some trees? Newete was carved into a cursed jungle. There had to be trees somewhere.
 
   “Stop.” He dropped his hand on her shoulder and stepped around to block her. “You’re not helping yourself, so stop.”
 
   He was right, and the crushing pain had reduced him to a blur of black uniform. Her will depleted, Taymar crumpled to her hands and knees and waited. Instantly the pain vanished, leaving her sweating and exhausted in its wake. The sounds of the crowd shuffling away at the barked commands of the kars echoed in the background, but Taymar’s attention wasn’t on them; it was on Nevvis. As Jalkean pulled her arms behind her back and fired his laser key at her armband, she barely noticed. Heat from the containment band flared against her wrist. A familiar feeling. 
 
   Even though she kept her gaze locked straight ahead, she felt Nevvis’s approach as clearly as if she were watching him. But still, she didn’t move. When he pressed the cold metal of the hypo-injector against her arm, she stared, unseeing, into the distance.
 
   The injection sent warm, numbing tendrils creeping into her mind. Her thoughts, hardened against Nevvis’s probing telepathy, began to fog and drift. Despite her efforts to stay coherent, the ground blurred and finally slipped away. 
 
   She didn’t bother trying to resist when Jalkean pulled her to her feet. She couldn’t. But she still wouldn’t look at her ki. Not even when he stepped in front of her and pressed his hand against her forehead or brushed his thumb across her skin the same way she had. She wondered what he saw.
 
   “Take her back to my house and put her to bed. Stay with her. I have to take care of a few more things, and then I will be there.”
 
   Jalkean nodded and signaled for one of waiting kars to help him. Draped between the two men, Taymar was dragged to the transport pad.
 
   She made the trip back in silence. Talking took too much effort. Besides, the kar who was helping Jalkean talked enough for all of them. Already, clouds darkened the sky for the midday storm. In another hour or so, it would rain. Then it would stop. Night would come. Then morning. Another storm. More tests. It would never end.
 
   Her gaze drifted to the carpet of moss covering the path. It looked exactly the way it had when she left it. Nothing ever changed.
 
   When Jalkean finally closed the door on the babbling man, she sighed with relief. It would have been elation were it not Nevvis’s door that he had closed. A door she wasn’t free to open. The initial hit from the drug was starting to wear off as Jalkean guided her toward the bedroom wing, and she found a tiny reserve of energy.
 
   “He didn’t have to drug me.” Those few words left her drained.
 
   “You shouldn’t have run. What were you thinking? You were in Central Newete. Where did you think you were going to go? Keep walking. We’re almost there.”
 
   She shrugged.
 
   “Taymar, you have to quit reacting with your first impulse. It will just get you in trouble. Start thinking before you act.”
 
   “It’s part of my image.” The pictures and elaborate furniture lining the hall blurred into a mesh of shapes and colors. She closed her eyes and forced her brain to focus, but when she looked again, she realized they were only halfway down the hall. She couldn’t go on. Her feet stopped obeying her commands. “Why does Nevvis live in such a big house when he’s the only one who lives here?”
 
   “You live here.”
 
   “I don’t count.”
 
   After a long pause and several attempts at keeping Taymar on her feet, Jalkean stopped in the hallway. “It’s part of his image.” He fired his key at the armband, dissolving the confinement beam, and pulled her arm up behind his neck. His other hand wrapped around her waist and pulled her forward. “You can do this, Taymar. Keep walking. Almost there.”
 
   Almost wasn’t good enough. She couldn’t take another step. “This is fine,” she said, ready to lie down on the thick rug that covered the floor. “It’s not like I can get out of his house alone. I don’t need to go all the way to the bedroom.”
 
   “Yes, you do. You’ll feel better when you’ve gotten some sleep.”
 
   When they finally made it to the room, Taymar didn’t protest as Jalkean helped her onto the bed. He slipped off her shoes and pulled a blanket over her, but her eyes were already closed. <Jalkean,> she sent, too tired to speak. <Tell Nevvis he didn’t have to drug me.>
 
   “What makes you think he’ll listen to me?”
 
   <I don’t know. He just does. He listens to you. Will you tell him?>
 
   “Yes, but don’t expect it to do any good. Nevvis does what he wants. You know that.”
 
   She managed a slight nod. How right he was. Jalkean’s footsteps faded away as she let the drug claim her.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3 – Stolen
 
    
 
   Nevvis swiped the medcom door and stepped back out onto the wet walkway. He sucked in a lungful of the fresh air to clear his head of the stench of the sterile lab. Venting his anger on the pompous mush-mind of a doctor hadn’t been nearly as cathartic as he had hoped. A full day of reviewing reports and responding to lower Council requests still awaited him, and he was in no mood to do any of it. Then there was Taymar. He glanced at his wrist. The display told him what he already knew. The day was half over. 
 
   A soft rain pattered around him as he stood under the cover of the building’s overhang, deciding what to do. The transtrem line backed up past the shelter as people tried to get to their destinations before the real rains hit. Whatever else he did, he wasn’t waiting in that to do it. Nevvis glanced around for a discreet place to use his personal transtrem. Not the sort of thing he wanted to advertise. He spotted an empty doorway, but hesitated when a thundering boom reverberated through the sky. The cloud cover was too thick to see anything, but he didn’t have to see it to know what it was. They were early. He wasn’t ready. Maybe it was just thunder.
 
   A second crack of not-thunder exploded around him, this time so loud he felt it rumble up through the walkway. Fear and panic pelted him in waves from the people still navigating the walkways, and Nevvis had to tighten his shield to block the assault of emotions. Through the clouds, the tiniest glint of metal confirmed his fears. 
 
   “Dicci! Jalkean, what have you done?” Without another thought, Nevvis tapped a code he had hoped to never need into his wristband and waited. As the blue haze of the transtrem swirled around him, the people of Newete started running for shelter. An explosion of light erupted to his right, but before the sound hit, he disappeared to a place no one would ever find him. 
 
   ###
 
    Banging at the other end of the house pulled Taymar back to the world of the living. Either Jalkean was rearranging furniture without the help of an Arlele’s teke or Nevvis was in an outright snit; unlikely, but entertaining to consider. Unfortunately, Jalkean had activated the dinisolate shield around the room. Her telepathy wouldn’t reach past the wall. If the dinisolate shield was up, so was the containment field on the door. She wasn’t going anywhere.
 
   She stretched, blinked against the assaulting light, and rolled over to watch the rain pelt against the glass that made up an entire wall of Nevvis’s bedroom. The drug was still in her system. It and the steady patter of rain called her back to sleep as she tried to think of names for Nevvis. What was the new Alliance word for zimit? Something about a body part. A hole. Or something like that. She closed her eyes. Swearing in another language didn’t have the same appeal. Zimit sounded so much better.
 
   Another crash followed by a string of angry voices sent Taymar scrambling to her feet. Jalkean yelled. There was a series of clicks, a screech like a bird, and then silence. The room blurred as Taymar tried to shake off the last pull of the drug. Feet ran her way, but she couldn’t tell how many. She glanced over both doors. The red lights confirmed her suspicion. Jalkean had set the c-field. Zimit! Her band wouldn’t let her pass. 
 
   With no other options available, Taymar used her mind to rip a metal sculpture off the wall and reshape it into a crude knife. If Nevvis was the one making all that noise, she was in huge trouble. More clicking sounds just outside the door firmed up her resolve. Taymar ran over to a cutout in the wall closest to the door and sucked in a long, slow breath. No one in their right mind broke into Nevvis’s house, so if it wasn’t Nevvis coming through that door, whoever it was would be dangerous.
 
   Her heart thumped in her chest and the thrill of an impending fight pushed away whatever remnants of the drug were left. The footsteps slowed. At least two different people crept toward the room, maybe more. They weren’t trying for stealth so much as caution. Taymar waited, her makeshift knife clenched in her fist, knees bent, ready to pounce. 
 
   An arm came into view. She wrapped her mind around it, ready to attack, but hesitated. The person’s skin was tinted orange. What kind of thief painted itself orange? A dead one. Taymar raised her weapon and stepped out of her hiding place. The intruder spun to face her, ropes of braided skin flung out around its head like locks of hair as it turned. Knife poised in the air, Taymar stared. 
 
   Whatever this creature was, it wasn’t from Drani. Not only was the intruder pale orange, but its nose was small and flat, ending in slits that opened and closed as it breathed. Large brown eyes that tapered out to long, narrow slits stared back at her. It moved its mouth, which like the rest of its features was smooth and angular, and the clicking sound she had heard earlier resumed. Narrow braids of white skin that dangled from its head swung back and forth as it shook its head. It looked like the skin darkened halfway down the braid. Taymar was still staring at the strange creature’s head when a second one rounded the corner.
 
   Confronted with two of them, Taymar shook off her shock and sprang into action. As her weapon slashed down on the first creature, she yanked a small table out of the corner with her mind and sent it flying toward the second attacker’s head. The first one jumped back, missing the worst of the blow, but a thin blue line appeared on its arm as what could only be blood began flowing from the cut she had made. 
 
   She followed her momentum and brought the knife up again. The second intruder matched her by raising its arm as well. It opened its hand. A burst of light flashed out of its palm, and Taymar’s body jerked back, knocking the knife to the floor. A peculiar feeling of numbness washed over her, and for a brief moment it felt as if she were floating. The sharp, acidic taste of blood filled her mouth. The skin-haired creature lowered its hand, a hand that had only one thumb, and darkness consumed her.
 
   ###
 
   His transtrem dropped Nevvis right back in front of the medcom, only it was a far different scene from the one he had left hours before. Boulder-size chunks of former buildings blocked the walkways and smoke clogged the air. Were it not for the heavy rain the fires would no doubt be much worse, but deep pools were already forming where the normal drainage systems were damaged. To his right, the walkway buckled and caved into a massive crater, where one of the invading ships had fired its weapon. The hole was fast becoming a small lake. People scurried around, some crying, others calling out to friends and family buried in the rubble.
 
   Thankfully, eleven of the twelve other members of the Leading Council had made it to the bunker safely. The last thing they needed to do was bring up one of the prospects at a time like this. 
 
   Over near the nonfunctioning public transtrem pad, two Arleles postured for a fight. What they could possibly have found to fight over he couldn’t guess, but he knew with certainty that similar scenes were happening across the city. Fortunately, a third Arlele who overshadowed the two fighters both in mass and in disposition stepped in and directed them toward a rescue effort already underway. 
 
   Nevvis twisted the small tube in his hand and reset his personal transtrem for the pad near his house, hoping for the best. His home was located in the far outskirts of the city. The attackers would have no reason to go there, but if they had and the pad was damaged, he was in for a long wait. A wait he didn’t have time for. He needed to get to his office to begin assessing the damage and to see if he could still manage to pull his plan together. The Shreet weren’t supposed to attack for another couple of weeks. He wasn’t ready. Taymar wasn’t ready. Nevvis stabbed at the remote again, kicking himself for his stupidity. What had he been thinking? The Shreet were trying to take over the entire quadrant, destroying anyone and anything that got in their way. Of course they weren’t going to stick to his timescale!
 
   The small tube in his hand vibrated. Through a film of blue, he watched the three Arleles from earlier use their combined telekinesis to hold a massive chunk of wall in the air while a team of Dran dragged bodies out from under it. Nevvis closed his eyes against the image. When he opened them, green leaves and red vines surrounded him. 
 
   Before the security gate even dropped, Nevvis spotted the burn marks on the path—three small circles of blackened moss. Someone had been here. He took off for the house at a run. His wrist-com hadn’t notified him of anyone entering his home, but then the whole system could be offline. Or maybe the Shreet had disabled his security system.
 
    The side entrance was so obscured by the jungle’s thick underbrush that it was nearly invisible to an untrained eye. Nevvis slipped around a perimeter wall and ducked behind the worfar bush that hid the door. The plant’s vivid green arm-length leaves always made him shudder. If the thick red veins that crawled along the leaves weren’t bad enough, the slime-covered worms that fed on them were. He pushed aside a branch and swiped open a hidden com-panel. A quick read of the viewer confirmed his fears. The system wasn’t communicating with the Newete Planetary Nexus, but at least it was functioning. And the news wasn’t good. Whoever had been here was gone. In fact, everyone was gone. Nevvis checked the display again. The house was empty. 
 
   He swiped open the door and ducked inside as quietly as possible, just in case. Shreet technology was more advanced than the Drani’s. Who knew what they could do? But he needn’t have bothered with stealth. The house was dead quiet. 
 
   Nevvis rounded the corner into the kitchen and stared. Water still dripped off the counter from a spilled glass. A broken cabinet door swung half-open, smeared with blood. Jalkean’s blood. Nevvis knew that much already. Had Taymar been in here putting up a fight, the destruction would have been much worse. He pushed at the broken door with his foot, then ran for the back bedroom. 
 
   The c-field was still active when he crossed the archway into the room. Broken bits of furniture lay in a pile near the bed. Whoever had been here had found Taymar. Nevvis walked over and rubbed his foot over the burn mark on the rug left by their transtrem device. A twisted piece of metal still colored in iridescent shades of blue lay cast against the nearby wall. He looked up to where one of his favorite sculptures had once clung to the wall. The hole told the story. 
 
   Nevvis snatched the bent metal off the floor, ran his hand across the edge, and rubbed the sticky blue liquid between his fingers. Taymar had melded it with her mind and then buried it in at least one of the attackers. But what had they done to her? This wasn’t supposed to happen. Not like this. Not yet. 
 
   ###
 
   Urvo stood as Yittbrae reviewed the reports from the raid. In many ways, it had been remarkably successful; however, the one exception to that success was large. As UrvoDii waited, he watched the brae flip through the viewer with a mixture of adoration and, if he was honest with himself, a little fear. Many said the brae had too much hair to command a station this large. Others said the only reason someone with such limited experience was given this command was that any post so far from the Root was a waste. The Urvo knew different—on both counts. 
 
   Finally, the brae waved him over. “So the roe is on her way here now with our samples from Drani?”
 
   “Yes, sir. We collected several hundred of both species. The losses from our side were negligible. The city was caught completely by surprise.”
 
   “What do you mean negligible?” The brae touched the viewer and slid his hand through the air. The image of a Dran hung accusingly between them. “I would say this one counts as quite a loss.”
 
   “Yes, sir. He was supposed to be in the other city at the time of the raid. Reports are unclear, but it seems that he was crushed by debris. But he wasn’t our primary informant.”
 
   “He was the only one with the freedom to act. The other is too high ranking to be of much use when it comes time to finally take this planet. Tell me you got the one who gave us the codes to their shield systems.”
 
   “Yes, sir. He is being brought back in one of our darits, so he should be here several cycles before the shuttle holding the samples arrives.”
 
   The brae nodded. He flipped his hand across the viewer again. The dii knew without asking that he was looking at their newest informant. Even though the commander’s expression remained as neutral as always, the brae’s silence announced that something was wrong. “Notify me the instant his ship lands, regardless of where I am.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   He tapped the viewer as he spoke. “I want someone with him, UrvoDii. But not you. You know too much. These telepaths...” Finally the brae gave Urvo his full attention, his orange stare the only thing that betrayed any of the concern he had to be feeling. “Have Rydon there when this Dran arrives. She knows enough to get him in trouble if he comes as an Alliance spy.”
 
   “I’m relieved that you don’t trust him, sir. I don’t, either.”
 
   A rare smile creased the brae’s face. “Urvo, on any given cycle, I don’t trust you.”
 
   UrvoDii smiled back, not the least bit offended. That he was standing in this room was the highest honor he could be given. “Yes, sir. I will keep that in mind. With your permission, I will make the arrangements you have requested.”
 
   “Before you leave, what report did you send back through the flux?”
 
   “I notified our home world that our preliminary raid had yielded minimal results and that the planet Drani has not yet been verified as having anything of benefit to the Root.”
 
   “Did you add to our casualty count?”
 
   “By eighteen, sir.”
 
   “Keep careful track of that.”
 
   “I am, sir. And I have already dispatched the additional personnel to account for our losses.”
 
   “Perfect.”
 
   “Thank you, sir.”
 
   “Stay away from that telepath.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   ###
 
   Taymar couldn’t breathe. Something large and heavy dropped across her chest, bringing her swimming back to consciousness and knocking the air out of her in the process. Arms flopped against her face as she struggled out from under it. More from panic than anything else, she shoved the limp body away and rolled to her feet, trying to suck air and blink away her hazy vision. 
 
   She staggered sideways just as two Arleles, locked in brutal combat, crashed into the wall beside her. They tumbled over the prone Dran and hit the floor in a ball of fists and elbows, oblivious to anything around them. One of the men sunk his fist into the other’s face, and it sounded like sodden meat being slapped onto a countertop. The smell of sweat and crack of bone washed through her like a drug. When the blood splattered across Taymar’s face, all traces of her grogginess vanished.
 
   An urge to join them ignited in her like flames through her veins. She had no idea what they were fighting about. She didn’t care. She only knew she wanted to hurt someone. But when she turned to follow the instinct, her foot kicked the fallen Dran. Taymar paused. The man lay unmoving at her feet. Without bending, thus making herself vulnerable to the pandemonium in the room, she tried connecting with the man’s mind, but he had nothing to connect with. The Dran was dead.
 
   Another Dran thumped into her before spinning around and heading back into the room, if it could be called a room. The urge to attack flared through her again, but she stared at the dead Dran and forced it back. 
 
   When she looked out the third time, she was finally able to take in her surroundings both physically and mentally. A thundering clash of thoughts screamed into her mind, almost crushing it with their intensity, but she struggled through the onslaught and finally managed to lock them out again. A feeling more than a voice spoke of fear and called for stealth. She shut that out too, but pressed her back against the wall just in case. 
 
   Hundreds of Dran and Arleles alike struggled to gain control of the chaos that had descended around them, but for every Dran who had a mental hold on an Arlele, there was another Arlele coming in to attack. At her best guess, there were hundreds of them, Arleles and Dran alike in what looked to her like a massive holding cell. But the walls weren’t dinisolate lined. Her telepathy reached well beyond them, telling her that a similar room in a similar state of chaos existed right over their heads.
 
   Someone grabbed Taymar’s arm, and she pulled back to crack her elbow into the offender’s jaw when the Dran woman held out her hands and quickly bent down to help the fallen man.
 
   “He’s dead,” Taymar said, but she needn’t have bothered. The woman already knew. She seemed intent on moving him out of the way from being trampled, but wasn’t making much progress. “I didn’t do it,” Taymar added.
 
   The woman tried flipping her dark hair away from her face as she pushed against the dead man, but neither moved far. “This is insane. What are they trying to accomplish?” She grabbed the man under his arms and tried dragging him instead, but her shoes just slipped on the floor, nearly landing her on her rear. He was large, and she was anything but.
 
   Taymar wrapped her mind around the body and slid him into the corner. As soon as the woman released his arms, Taymar turned him on his side and pulled his forearms up over his face in the proper death position. Only then did she realize the Dran had used their old language. She answered in the same, having to yell to be heard above the fighting. “I don’t think they are trying to accomplish anything. They’re just fighting. It’s what Arleles do. We can’t help it.” 
 
   “I was talking about the Shreet. They…” Her words turned to a scream as a fist-size ball hurtled toward her head. Adrenaline flooded Taymar’s system, fueling her lightning-quick response. Before the Dran could even duck, Taymar teked it to a stop a hand’s length from the woman’s head. 
 
   “What was…give me that!” The woman reached for the conglomeration of metal that had almost killed her, but Taymar yanked it back with her mind and tossed it over to her other hand. The same hand she wanted to shove down the little woman’s tiny pale throat, but she managed to restrain herself. Just barely. 
 
   “You’re welcome,” Taymar said, clenching her fist around the ball to hide the slight tremble in her hands. 
 
   The woman watched Taymar for a moment and decided to back off. 
 
   Smart Dran, Taymar thought.
 
   “Thank you. Sorry. And thanks for helping me move him.”
 
   Taymar nodded and gave the ball an appreciative scan. Whoever made it had been fairly resourceful. It was basically a blob of anything malleable that may have been handy. A buckle, some snaps, what looked like part of a Dran’s laser key. Why the maker decided to form the pieces into a ball, Taymar couldn’t guess. She would have gone for something with an edge, or at least a point.
 
   “Not a good idea,” the Dran said, her voice tentative.
 
   What wasn’t a good idea? Taymar looked over at the woman. Even if her worry hadn’t been screaming from her mind, it would have been easy enough to see on her face. Taymar followed her gaze back to the ball, only to discover that it no longer existed. Instead, a long, narrow cone stretched past her fingertips, its surface nearly smooth. 
 
   Very slowly, the Dran reached for the cone. “Let me take that,” she said, her words slow and measured.
 
   Taymar’s heart thundered in her ears. This time, she hadn’t meant to do it. She really hadn’t. She spread her fingers to let the Dran take it, but one of the Arleles across the room jumped up off the floor and threw his hands into the air in victory. Without thinking, Taymar curled her fingers around the cone, fully intending to plunge it into the man’s neck, but the Dran grabbed her arm before she swung.
 
   “You don’t want to do that,” the woman was saying as she pried the cone out of Taymar’s fist. She mumbled something else, but Taymar barely heard her. Sweat trickled down her temples and her breathing came in short pants as she struggled against the urge to snap the little woman’s neck, or anyone’s neck, for that matter. 
 
   As the room continued to rage with screams and fights, Taymar walked two quick circles, shaking her hands as she went. Nevvis had taught her to do that, and as much as she hated to admit it, the trick worked. When she finished, she addressed the Dran with a shade more of composure. “There is another room like this one upstairs.”
 
   “Yes, I know, but…wait. How do you know that? You’re a teke.”
 
   “I’m also a telepath. And whatever these people are who took us, they are worried about someone else finding them. Maybe we are still on Drani.”
 
   “You can’t be a telepath. You’re a teke.”
 
   The shaky grip Taymar had on her self-control started slipping. <I am also a telepath! Do you know where we are? Are we still on Drani?>
 
   “I’ve hear about you. The dual-talent. Incredible.” When Taymar started shaking her hands again, the woman rushed on. “We are definitely not on Drani. What did you say about someone finding us?”
 
   “Not us, them. The aliens. They’re worried about someone finding them.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “I felt them. You can’t feel them?”
 
   She paused, but only for a second before squeezing her eyes closed and scrubbing them with the back of her hand. “All I can hear is the screaming in this room. Too much mindfill. I can’t even connect with you to make this conversation easier. Are you telling me you can connect with the Shreet minds?”
 
   “The what?”
 
   “The aliens. The ones who took us.”
 
   “Oh. The skinhairs. Yes. I think so. Maybe.”
 
   “And you’re a telekinetic. Incredible.” The woman surveyed the room and then turned back to Taymar. “Keep shaking your hands. You’re doing great. We need to get some help over here. Do not leave.”
 
   Taymar rolled her eyes, but decided it wasn’t bad advice. The Arlele who had lost the fight lay unmoving not far from where she stood, blood still trickling from the gash in his face. He was breathing, but only barely. Somewhere in the middle of the room, the victor probably lay on the floor in a similar situation. Starting this journey unconscious had probably saved her life.
 
   An instant later, the tiny woman reappeared with two male Dran in tow—one tall, bald and absurdly thin, the other average in every way. The bald one looked as if he had been on the bottom of more than one pile. Blood streamed down his temple, but the ridiculous mat of blond hair that clung to his face pretending to be eyebrows kept the blood away from his eye. The second almost invisible Dran radiated his wariness. Understandably. The woman’s surprise at seeing Taymar where she had left her would have been funny on a different day. “Good. You’re still here. That’s…I’m so glad you’re still here.”
 
   For all that the babbling woman meant well, she sniffed of weakness. That was one thing Taymar couldn’t pass up in her present state, so she moved her attention to the wounded man. “I would close that for you, but I don’t know how.”
 
   “It’s not as bad as it looks. The bleeding will slow soon.” 
 
   If he didn’t pass out first, but she didn’t say it. 
 
   The invisible Dran searched her with dusty brown eyes. “So you really are the dual-talent?”
 
   Taymar nodded.
 
   “Hmmm.”
 
   The tall one took a cloth the woman handed him, jabbed it against his head, and made an admirable effort at hiding his wince. 
 
   No weakness there, she thought. Good. 
 
   He turned to Taymar. “Well. Here’s the situation. Apparently there’s an Alliance ship nearby. That’s what I’m getting, at least. It’s hard to tell with all the mindfill, and the alien minds are a mess, but I’m mostly sure I’m right.”
 
   Invisible jumped in. “I’m getting the same thing.” He pointed to the bleeding man. “He’s a shuttle pilot. We’re hoping you can work with him to move this ship into the path of the Alliance ship.”
 
   Taymar laughed. “Is that a joke? I’ve never even been in a shuttle. You want me to fly one? This one? I don’t have the first idea how to help you.”
 
   “He doesn’t know how to fly this ship, either,” the woman said. “You’re going to help him find out.”
 
   Another victory cry sounded across the room, but it quickly turned into a grunt as someone attacked. Taymar squeezed her eyes closed and tried desperately to dampen the fire that still raged inside. The fight called to her. Her soul answered back. “I will try, but it’s going to be hard,” she said, eyes still closed against the mayhem.
 
   “She needs a buffer,” the woman said. “She’s doing very well, but it’s taking too much of her concentration. We need to create a wall.”
 
   “We’ll get some help. You stay with her.” The man with the wound clasped Taymar on the arm, making her jump. “Don’t fall into it.”
 
   Taymar gave him a weak laugh. That was a lot like throwing someone into the ocean and telling them not to swim. 
 
   As Taymar struggled to find the focus Nevvis was forever raving about, the two men started picking Arleles and Dran out of the crowd. They didn’t spend time explaining. Mostly, they just pointed in Taymar’s general direction, said a few words, and the chosen men and women went. At first, their choices seemed random, but as Taymar watched she quickly saw the reasoning behind their method. The men were picking out the leaders, the ones who were trying to organize the people into groups. On one hand, it was a good move, except that it left the rest of the room to complete anarchy.
 
   Standing near the first two Arleles to arrive proved to be almost more than Taymar could manage. Fortunately, the two Arleles didn’t seem to be having similar difficulties. Although both of their faces were rigid with intensity, they were in complete control. Probably mining foremen. Rumor had it they were genetically altered. She had asked Nevvis about it once, but he had only laughed.
 
   By the time the two Dran men brought back their final choice—a Dran woman, pick number six—the inferno that had raged in Taymar was finally down to a bubbling lava.
 
   Their pilot stumbled and had to grab his fellow Dran to keep from falling. The bleeding had stopped, probably thanks to one of the other Arleles, but he was the color of sea foam and shaking. Since Drani didn’t have a space program to speak of, she knew the odds of having another pilot in the room were about nonexistent. But then so were her chances of using this one to get them into Alliance space to begin with.
 
   Skinny addressed his handpicked army. “I don’t know if they are monitoring us or if it’s even possible with all of this noise, so I’m not going to explain the details, but basically we need you seven to help him”—he indicated the Dran whose shoulder he still held in a death grip—“create a wall around us,” he said, waving a hand toward Taymar.
 
   One of the foremen raked Taymar with a skeptical gaze, but didn’t comment. He didn’t need to. His cynicism was obvious.
 
   Taymar stepped up to him. “Did you have something you wanted to say, or are you just another well-trained mute?”
 
   The spots along his neck darkened to almost black. She balanced her weight, eager for the fight, but the massive man only raised his one eyebrow as he stared down at her, head tilted ever so slightly. In less than a second, his spots were back to their normal brown. Probably in a less stressful situation, they wouldn’t have changed at all. His self-control only served to taunt her.
 
   “So there’s still some Arlele left in you? They didn’t squeeze it all out? Or are you just afraid that what’s left is too pathetic to survive me?”
 
   A warning tingle in her head brought her spinning around to the pilot, but it was number six who caught her attention with a simple headshake. With the inner fire once again fully raging, Taymar stepped back, trying to decide how she could dispatch them both. The Arlele would be harder, but Six had to go first.
 
   “Don’t fall into it,” the pilot said, reaching for her arm. “You are called Taymar, right?”
 
   “What do you mean? I’m not called Taymar. I am Taymar. That’s my name. Taymar. And don’t touch me.”
 
   He pulled back his hand. “Taymar. You and I working together here is the only thing that might save us all. You simply have to push it down.”
 
   That gave her pause. She looked over at the foreman, who was still watching her with considerably more interest, and then down at the nearly black spots that ran up her inner arms. They wouldn’t be changing back anytime soon. Genetic altering. It had to be genetic altering that gave those foremen more self-control. 
 
   She shook her hands and let out a long, slow breath. “Okay. What do you think I can do?”
 
   The pilot let out his breath, too. “You and I need to connect.” He turned to the others. “That means the rest of you need to keep everyone away from us.”
 
   “We can do that,” the foreman said, giving Taymar a small smile. “And trust me. I’m all Arlele. No one is getting through.”
 
   Even though she didn’t want to, Taymar had to smile back. The pilot’s plan ended that soon enough, though.
 
   “Okay, Taymar. Let’s sit down.”
 
   “Sit down? Is that another joke?”
 
   The man rubbed his face with his hands until she thought his skin would peel. When he finally looked up, a tiny trickle of blood leaked from where he had pulled his wound open. “We are out of time! Either they can keep us safe, or they can’t. Dicci, Taymar! Please help me.”
 
   Her fire went out. “I’m sorry. I’ll help. You just have no idea how hard this is.”
 
   “I know it’s hard, but we have to sit, because I’m about to fall.”
 
   She used her mind to support him as he eased himself down to the floor. No sense making themselves a bigger target than they already were by giving him her arm. But when she joined him, she still kept her back to the wall.
 
   “Can you sift through this mindfill enough to connect with me?”
 
   “Yes, but it’s going to take work, so voice it for now.”
 
   He leaned in. “That’s the truth. Just follow me through some mind-hops, then use your teke and do exactly what I tell you to do once we get there.”
 
   “Assuming we get there and assuming you can sift through the skinhair’s thoughts.”
 
   “I can. Read their thoughts, I mean. I’ve been practicing already. They are saltari.”
 
   Taymar shrugged. “Saltari?”
 
   “Like us. Upright, walking, talking, thinking, sentient beings. Guess what they say is true. We really must all come from the same source. Anyhow, I can read them. Getting where I need to go will be another issue. Understanding their technology, something else completely, but one crisis at a time. Ready?” 
 
   “No.”
 
   The pilot frowned.
 
   “But, I won’t be getting any more ready than I am now,” Taymar said. “Let’s just hurry.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4 – Takeover
 
    
 
   The pilot still didn’t look well, but his confidence in his own abilities inspired hope. Taymar dropped the shielding she had put up against the mindfill. Instantly, the cacophony of mental turmoil in the room crashed into her. All around, minds screamed in panic and pain. Some cried for help. Others faded away in death. Still others, not all Arlele minds, raged in anger. The torrent threatened to take her, except that the pilot’s strong thoughts cut through the clutter and called her name. Taymar latched onto his patterns.
 
   <Are you with me?>
 
   <Mostly. This should be fun.>
 
   He laughed. <Wasn’t the word I would have chosen, but if it works for you, we’ll go with it.>
 
   After bumping through a couple of Arlele minds, they finally managed to isolate their first Shreet. Even though his specific thoughts were in his language, the gist of what he was thinking was easy enough to figure out. He was trying to decide if there would be anyone from Drani left alive by the time they got where they were going. That told Taymar and Rysh, the pilot whose name she pulled from his mind, that this Shreet must be in charge of the prisoners. Not the Shreet they needed.
 
   Rysh reached out from there and connected with the next Shreet mind he found. This one, like the first, was wondering about the insanity in the three, not two, holding rooms, but she was also concerned about the nearby Alliance ship.
 
   <Getting closer,> Rysh sent. <We’re looking for anyone connected with navigation or structure support.> 
 
   Taymar sent him an impatient jolt. <Just follow the Alliance thought. It’s easy enough to pick out, and I get the feeling that we don’t have a lot of time.>
 
   <Excellent idea. I should have thought of that. You’re very good at this.>
 
   <I have lots of practice.>
 
   As they continued jumping from mind to mind, the holding room eventually ceased to exist. The yelling was replaced with the clicks and whistles of the alien language, and the crashing of bodies became the quiet thumping of alien feet as they ran down the corridors.
 
   <Did you see their feet?> Taymar sent. 
 
   <Yes. Weird. But not as weird as skin that turns into hair. I’m about at my limit.>
 
   Taymar looked around through the eyes of the Shreet whose mind they were borrowing. They were in the power center of the ship; that much she knew from the neat rows of crystallized brakeal cylinders attached to a coil in the center of the room. Two irregular blocks of the dense black crystal sat cradled in a harness against the wall. How that helped them, she couldn’t guess. One of the Shreet across the room tapped furiously at a panel, his pale white skinbraids, made from more hair than skin, swung around his face as he rushed from one bank of panels to another. He finished tapping just as the room grew dim. When he looked up, he clicked something to the other Shreet and then crossed over to her.
 
   Something about him told Taymar that he was young. What it was, she couldn’t say. As he moved, she couldn’t help but admire the silence his foot design offered. Like hers, the alien’s toes splayed out in a circle at the end of his foot; however, the ball of his foot was twice as round as hers, and the toes much longer. But her favorite part was the finger-length claw that hooked out just above his heel. 
 
   <Taymar! I can’t sort out what they are saying. Would you stop with the feet!>
 
   <So we really share the same DNA as these skinhairs?>
 
   <Probably. We are too similar not to. Now, shhh.>
 
   <I wish I had a claw on my heel.>
 
   <I’m sure you do. Did you pick up any of that?>
 
   She didn’t have to answer. He knew already. <Look at that. They have brakeal as their fuel source, too. That’s not from Drani, though. Poor quality.> She followed the Shreet as he looked away from the panel. <Too bad exploding the brakeal won’t help us. I can do that in seconds. I can’t catch my breath.>
 
   <I’m having a hard time breathing, too. I think they just powered down the ship so the Alliance won’t hear them. It was hard to tell for sure with you lusting after their toes. That must mean the Alliance is close.> 
 
   <If the brakeal starts decrystallizing, they will have to transfer it off the ship. Maybe the Alliance will hear it when it explodes.>
 
   <It won’t make a big enough explosion to even register, and technically, they aren’t listening for anything in that sense. But, if we could get them to...>
 
   His enthusiasm filled Taymar’s mind with his plan. She filled in where he left off. <If we could get them to transfer the whole reactor coil off the ship, that explosion…>
 
   <Might be big enough for their sensors to pick it up. If they are bothering to power down the ship so it’s less detectable, then my guess is that a reactor coil explosion would do it.>
 
   <Want me to decrystallize the brakeal?>
 
   Rysh didn’t have to answer, but his hold on the Shreet’s mind started slipping. <This better work. I don’t have another jump in me.>
 
   Taymar used their Shreet’s eyes to focus on the coil. As long as the skinhair didn’t turn around, they would be fine. Brakeal, the coveted power source of the sector and Drani’s main export, provided massive power through a rapid decrystallization process that left behind only the brakeal shell as a waste product. Arlele telekinesis purified the raw brakeal, giving it longer life and greater stability. Running on unrefined brakeal was risky, to say the least. Some Arleles could even recrystallize brakeal if it wasn’t too far gone. Taymar didn’t have that level of skill, but she could start the deadly chain reaction that every Dran feared. 
 
   Starting the two smaller blocks didn’t take much effort, so she did those first. They were both raw, probably stolen during the raid, and easy to push. The rows of smaller crystals powering the ship were a different matter. They were partially hidden shards of brakeal, Arlele-enhanced and as stable as they came. 
 
   The first several pushes started a reaction, but not so much that the coil mechanism couldn’t compensate for the unexpected output. The crystal form of brakeal was usually used for the jumps into string space. The powder is what ran the ship on a normal basis, so the crystals reacting set everyone in motion. 
 
   The young Shreet clicked something and rushed over to a panel that had started beeping. Taymar felt herself cough, a strange sensation since she didn’t hear it. Only then did she realize she was in the Shreet mind alone. Rysh was gone.
 
   A flash of panic flared up, but she squashed it down and focused everything she had left on the coiled bank of brakeal. Accelerating the decrystallization reaction wasn’t unlike fanning a flame. Too much, and she would break the chain. Not enough, and the crystals would break without setting off the explosive reaction she was looking for, and the coils would continue to absorb the extra power. Another push. An alarm sounded from somewhere in the room. Her Shreet looked away, and Taymar’s body went into a coughing fit. The young one ran over to another panel. They had discovered the two now unstable blocks and were trying to transfer them off the ship. All she needed was one more look at the coiled brakeal panel. Just one more push to make sure it was going to rip, but another violent fit of coughing yanked her back to the holding room.
 
   Bodies covered the floor. Not a single person, Arlele or Dran, remained standing. A thin haze drifted through the air like a blanket of mist, only instead of welcoming moisture, a harsh chemical burned her eyes and throat. She coughed again and gulped a mouthful of the sweet-smelling gas. It tasted bitter and she moved to wipe out her mouth, but something partially covered her face. Taymar reached up to yank it off, but realized before she did that it was some sort of mask. They had constructed it out of one of the foreman’s shirts, but when he had fallen, his hand must have pulled it part of the way off. She tried to work the strategically torn shirt back into place over her mouth and eyes, and then lay back, suddenly exhausted. The lull of sleep called to her.
 
   Taymar snapped her eyes open. She knew that feeling. They had been drugged. The mist. It was a drug. Just to be sure, she reached out to the minds around her. Almost all of them were asleep. Some were dead. She didn’t touch them all, but from what she could tell, she was the only one still awake. 
 
   Either she was getting used to seeing it or the haze was clearing, but to be safe she pulled the shirt-mask all the way over her head and peered out a tiny crack. Fighting off the drug wasn’t so hard now that she knew what it was. Like hopping through minds, she had plenty of practice with that particular skill.
 
   Rysh lay to her left. He also wore a mask, but the small Dran woman who lay flopped across his chest had pulled it almost completely off. Whatever drug the Shreet had pumped into the room must have been powerful. But in his weakened state, the pilot probably wouldn’t have lasted long even with the mask.
 
   Taymar was just twisting to better see the room and the shirtless foreman, when the ship lurched, throwing her back against the wall. A quick search through the Shreet minds told her what she hoped she would find. The brakeal had exploded and taken their reactor coil with it. The Alliance was on its way. Hoping for the best, Taymar lay back against the wall and waited.
 
   The actual takeover of the Shreet ship turned out to be a much simpler process than Taymar imagined it would be. She followed most of it while feigning sleep. With their reactor coil missing, the Shreet had no way to move their ship. All they could do was wait for the Alliance to get them. She had one brief moment of panic when the Shreet attempted to activate a self-destruct protocol designed to take the enemy ship with it, but apparently the self-destruct device required the reactor coil in order to function. 
 
   With their ship dead in space and their defenses nonexistent, it seemed all the Shreet could do was surrender. The problem didn’t come until the Alliance captain realized how many Drani citizens, still mostly sleeping, were onboard the Shreet vessel. His shock radiated through his mind, and since it was in a language Taymar could actually understand, she enjoyed the full flavor of his distress at wondering how to get the survivors home and why so many were dead. Taymar smiled to herself and stayed right where she was. He thought he had problems now. Wait until they started waking up.
 
   Not surprisingly, the arguing started almost the instant the first Arleles crawled back to consciousness. But it wasn’t the mindless brawl it had been. Everyone was more subdued, even the Arleles. As the Dran woke, they worked quickly to get better control of the room. Maybe the sight of the dead and dying littering the holding room floor helped keep the situation in perspective, but everyone seemed far more willing to comply.
 
   As her little group began to stir, Taymar sat up against the wall and pretended grogginess. It wasn’t much of a stretch. The drug may not have taken her, but not for lack of its effectiveness. 
 
   The fully-clothed foreman woke first. Arlele metabolism. He had probably been one of the last to go down, too. The man blinked twice, stared at Taymar for less than a second, and then leaped to his feet, ready to fight. She had to give him some credit. Keeping her and the pilot safe must have been a challenge.
 
   “They drugged us,” she said, pulling off the mask.
 
   “I know. It didn’t work, then? You didn’t turn the ship?”
 
   “It worked. We blew up their brakeal.”
 
   He turned as the shirtless Arlele started struggling to his feet and gave some sort of foreman code for relaxing. “So where is the Alliance? Are we heading home?”
 
   You are, Taymar thought. She smiled and held the mask up to her half-naked, almost-sparring partner. “The Alliance has boarded, and they are trying to figure out what to do with us. Want your shirt?”
 
    The man smiled back. “No.”
 
   “Good choice.” She glanced around again. “The Dran are trying to break everyone into small groups. That must be what the Alliance needs. Since we blew up the reactor coil, this ship can’t move, so I’m getting from the Alliance that they want to shuttle us over to their ship. It seems like maybe they are worried about the Shreet coming. It’s almost harder following them than the Shreet because everyone is thinking similar things at once, all in the Alliance language. We must be in the middle of their war zone or something. And I don’t think they have enough room for all of us.”
 
   “How many of us are there?”
 
   Taymar shrugged. “Alive? I don’t know. There are three rooms like this one, though.”
 
   “Dicci.” He let out a slow breath and shook his head. “I wonder what Newete looks like.”
 
   “Or if they hit Razere, too,” added the second man. “How’s our pilot?” Taymar had already shifted the still-sleeping Dran off him, but neither had shown signs of waking. 
 
   “Your masks saved us, but when she fell she pulled his off, so he inhaled more of the drug than I did.”
 
   “And he was injured,” said Shirtless. “But he’s alive at least.”
 
   “Not an easy feat?”
 
   He shifted his shoulders slightly and rose to his full, not insubstantial height. “Be glad your first assumptions about me were wrong.”
 
   “My words may have been wrong, but my assumptions were apparently exactly right. What’s the point in baiting someone who won’t at least be fun to take down?”
 
   Shirtless stared down at her, blank-faced. The diamond of thumbnail-size spots that ran up the sides of his neck melted to near black, and his chest rose and fell in slow, deliberate breaths. Finally, she had pushed him.
 
   His fellow monument to Arlele control placed a hand on his chest and turned to face him. “We need to help organize these groups. Let’s go.”
 
   For a long moment, Shirtless didn’t move. Taymar wondered if she should at least climb to her feet. But at last the man’s lips twitched into something close to a smirk. “Another time.”
 
   “Can’t wait.”
 
   He stood there a second more before giving her a tiny nod and stalking away. With great satisfaction, Taymar noticed that his spots hadn’t faded back to normal.
 
   She took the opportunity to find a new corner to lose herself in. Having people around who could identify her by sight wouldn’t work. Not if she was going to get herself off the ship. And that’s precisely what was going to happen. One way or another, she wasn’t going back to Drani.
 
   She hadn’t exactly lied to the Arleles, but she hadn’t told the whole truth, either. The Alliance ship was shuttling them over, and they were having a hard time of it, but housing all of the Drani citizens wasn’t their only problem. Figuring out how to salvage the Shreet vessel with all of its advanced technology was proving to be a bigger problem. And apparently Shreet help was on its way. So was another Alliance ship. Wherever they were it was about to get interesting, and she had no intention of staying around to find out how it ended. Fortunately, the Alliance was starting the process in her room.
 
   When the doors finally opened and the people Taymar assumed belonged to the Alliance walked in, the thin control the Dran and Arleles had worked to establish began falling apart almost immediately. The Alliance people, clothed from head to toe in an elaborate gray uniform that looked as if it could withstand a reactor explosion, tried to take charge of the room. Within seconds, mayhem descended.
 
   While the Dran tried to convince the Alliance’s people to let them handle organizing the group and the Arleles in charge tried to keep from killing the Arleles who wanted to be in charge, Taymar slipped over to the door and waited. 
 
   Finally, an Alliance commander walked in and conferred with the small mixed group from Drani. She wore the same armored uniform, but no helmet. Her short black hair stuck up where the helmet had been, though. Other than large eyes and the ears that stuck out of the side of her head, the woman looked remarkably Dran-like. 
 
   They debated briefly, but the woman didn’t put up much of a fight. The line of bodies against the near wall convinced her easily enough that she needed to leave the room to the Dran. Once that was decided, she turned to her own people and started snapping out orders. Her urgency washed over Taymar, and she had to shield to keep from drawing attention from any nearby Dran. 
 
   The first few groups to leave were made up of the critically injured and a couple of key Dran. Taymar waited. Everything depended on who was on her shuttle with her. What they were trying to do was form groups with a balanced Dran to Arlele ratio so as not to leave too many unsupervised Arleles on the ship, on the shuttles, or on the Alliance ship during the transfer period. That job wasn’t as easy as just matching one Arlele to one Dran. Not every Arlele needed supervising, and not every Dran was up to the task.
 
   When a group came by that already had two volatile Arleles in it plus two injured, Taymar jumped in. 
 
   “What are you doing?” asked the Dran in charge of the group.
 
   <I don’t know what group I belong to,> Taymar sent, keeping her eyes away from the Arleles. The last thing she needed was her spots giving her away.
 
   The Dran’s relief rolled off him. “A telepath. Perfect. This is now your group.”
 
   Taymar fell in close to the Dran and kept her eyes diverted, consistent with the less dominant telepathic Arleles. Each Arlele teked one of the injured along as they went, but their spots ran dark and their tempers short.
 
   They followed a uniformed Alliance guard down the hall to a deck shuttle. Nobody spoke. The Dran stayed between the two Arleles, and Taymar kept to the back, watching everything but the people in front of her. The walls were rough and concave, giving the feeling of walking in a tunnel, but the well-padded floor absorbed the sound. Fortunately, the trip was short. The shuttle let them out on a platform where pilots ran around small tube-shaped ships like little birds building a nest. This is where she needed to be. 
 
   Some of the shuttles were huge, flat circles—capable of carrying fifty or more people from the looks of them—but most were small black tubes with angular fronts and rounded backs. Their doors slid open along the sides, and the seats for the six passengers barely offered enough room for a person to sit without bumping the next seat. 
 
   The Dran carefully chose the seating for his group, placing one Arlele in front of him and one behind. After some painful moaning, each of the injured passengers, one Dran and one Arlele, was strapped in beside the two telekinetics, and Taymar finally took her seat next to the Dran and nearest to the door. The tiny compartment wreaked of hostility and weakness, and she pulled her hair around to hide the spots she knew were coloring along her neck. Her relief at being closest to the door slipped through her shield. Fortunately, the Dran misunderstood her reason.
 
   <Don’t worry. Once we get away from all the tension in that room, they will settle down. You’re safe.>
 
   <It was bad in there.> She didn’t have to color her thoughts for that one. 
 
   <A nightmare is more like it.>
 
   The door slid shut and another hatch in front clicked open. Their pilot climbed in and pulled the door closed. Without a word, he started tapping a code into the viewer. The lights dimmed to a dull blue, and the shuttle shifted beneath them. Since it offered no windows, not even in the front, they couldn’t see where they were. Taymar lost no time delving into the pilot’s mind to watch the viewer as they cleared the ship. 
 
   Trying to pull information from the pilot’s mind with the constant scrutiny of the Dran turned out to be harder than she had hoped. The more she snooped, the more concerned the Dran became. Knowledge about technology was forbidden to Arleles, and the Dran’s suspicion about Taymar’s activities was becoming apparent. She needed a distraction, and the Arleles weren’t giving her the one she had planned on.
 
   With a small twinge of regret, Taymar leaned toward the Dran as much as the seat restraints would allow. “It doesn’t seem like we could have enough air in this tiny space to support all of us for long, does it?”
 
   That the Dran was wishing she had sent that little concern rather than spoken it was obvious enough from his thoughts. The two Arleles’s anxiety level peaked almost instantly, and the Dran turned his attention to them. Taymar took the momentary break to wrap her mind around the still bleeding wound of the Dran in front of her, and split it back open. Blood spurted into the air. The smell of it mixed with the sticky-sweet scent of the injured Dran’s fear, and permeated the small compartment. 
 
   As the two Arleles continued to spike, the acrid scent of fear began rolling off the Dran sitting next to her, and Taymar had to focus on the restraint straps to remember her goal. Just to be sure the man didn’t suspect she was the dual-talent, Taymar leaned forward to try to help.
 
   “Just sit back. I’ve got this.” The Dran tried to reach over the seat, but his restraints kept him firmly in place. He turned to the Arlele in the front seat. “What happened? Can you stop the bleeding? I need you to focus. Dicci! Focus!”
 
   As the two of them tried to save the woman’s life, Taymar did as she was told, sat back, and raked the pilot’s mind as fast as she could. By the time they landed a few moments later, she had everything she was going to get from the man except the answer to her original question. How much air did the little shuttle really have?
 
   Too soon, the door beside her slid open and the seat restraints released. She jumped out and cleared the way for the Dran and Arlele, who were still working to save the bleeding woman. A medical team met them in the huge bay and a sufficient amount of chaos ensued, allowing Taymar to slip unseen around behind the shuttle. The Dran didn’t even look back. Being a harmless telepath had its benefits.
 
   What she wanted was one of those gray uniforms, but they weren’t exactly hanging around the walls on hooks. Taymar ducked behind a piece of machinery anchored to the floor, while a team of three Alliance people scurried around the shuttle with canisters and scanners and then hurried away to some other task. The question was where was the pilot? A quick pass for his thought patterns turned up nothing, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t there.
 
   Taymar slipped up the side of the shuttle. The small hatch over the pilot’s seat still stood open. That had to be good, right? If the pilot was sitting there ready to launch, wouldn’t the hatch be closed? Maybe he had made a dash for the waste room. Pilots had to eliminate, right? She hoped for the best, stuck her foot in the hole on the side of the shuttle, pulled herself up, and peered over the edge—into an empty seat. She let out a breath she hadn’t realized she had been holding.
 
   Without another second’s delay, she jumped into the vacant seat and started tapping in codes. The cabin still reeked of blood and fear. Her heart raced a mile a minute, and when the side door slid shut she nearly jumped out of her spots. She couldn’t believe it when the seat restraints latched down and the shuttle lifted off the floor, ready to launch. Now the question occurred to her, ready to launch where?
 
   Apparently operating in a preset pattern, the shuttle shot out of the Alliance ship and headed back for the surrendered Shreet vessel. 
 
   “No! No! No!” Taymar tapped just about every image on the viewer the pilot had used until a voice interface finally screamed into the silence. “Input new destination.”
 
   Well, that didn’t help. She didn’t know where she was; how could she possibly input the coordinates? Taymar thought of her model tree house back at Nevvis’s. “Travok. Take me to Travok.”
 
   “Destination unobtainable with current shuttle specifications. Input new destination.”
 
   She glanced over at the viewer showing the shuttle’s location in relation to the two ships. Landing on that Shreet ship would not be good. In more ways than she could imagine, it would not be good. In fact, it would probably be the worst thing that she had ever done, and given her history, that was saying a lot. “Identify the nearest inhabited planets.”
 
   “Ikor I. Ikor II. Daryus. Par Tun Hera. Par….”
 
   “Ikor I. Destination Ikor I.”
 
   “Destination locked. Course changes calculated. Course laid in.”
 
   Taymar watched the viewer as the two ships veered away. She had done it. The shuttle was heading off into space. Or so she thought.
 
   “Shuttle Three, correct course. You have altered from the designated flight plan.”
 
   Her heart stopped beating right there in the seat. She was sure of it. Taymar held her breath, hoping somehow it would help. It didn’t.
 
   “Shuttle Three, correct course. I repeat. Correct course. You have veered from the flight plan. Correct course immediately.”
 
   “This is where I die…probably…most likely.” She scrambled for something from the pilot’s thoughts that would help her, but nothing connected. Her panic didn’t help. “Definitely. Computer, terminate the connection with that Alliance ship.”
 
   “Confirm request to override Parent ship controls.”
 
   “Yes. Confirm. Override. Something. Anything.”
 
   “Input authorization code for requested override.”
 
   “Shuttle Three, return to the ship immediately, or you will be fired upon. I repeat…”
 
   Taymar slid the volume control off. “I. Am. Going. To. Die!” A code. The pilot had to have a code. A series of symbols flashed into her mind, but she had no idea what they were associated with. At this point, she didn’t care. She slid the input panel screen across the viewer and entered the symbols as they appeared in her head. For a moment, nothing happened.
 
   “Authorization accepted. Parent controls terminated.”
 
   “Then go! As fast as we can, go!”
 
   “Achieving jump velocity will utilize eighty percent of available fuel. Do you still wish to activate tunnel drives?”
 
   “Holy Creator of all that is great and mighty. Just go!”
 
   A panel flashed on the wall. It looked like the parent ship was trying to reestablish control of the shuttle. They didn’t want to blow up one of their babies if they didn’t have to. At the very back of the ship, a low whine was starting to build.
 
   “Prepare for jump.”
 
   The panel went dark, and an ugly thought slipped through Taymar’s mind. They were still connected to the parent ship when she laid in the course to Ikor whatever. They knew where she was going. “Change course for Daryus, and jump.”
 
   “Destination locked. Course changes calculated. Course laid in. Jumping.”
 
   Taymar’s navel wrapped around her spine.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5 – Lost
 
    
 
   Nevvis sat in his secured office, pounding away at the volumes of requests pouring into his pending file. For every High Council concern he managed to clear, three more dropped in. He stretched his fingers, mostly to keep them from falling off, and slid the next crisis onto the viewer.
 
   “Oh, good. Another section of Newete in lockdown with no water.” Three short beeps brought his attention around to a different viewer. “Could this day get any worse?” Lorelis was stepping off the trempad.
 
   Of all twelve other members of the Council, Lorelis most adamantly opposed the treaty with the Alliance. Actually, Lorelis most adamantly opposed everything, especially if Nevvis advocated for it. Unfortunately, he was the second most powerful person on the Council, and probably the most influential. His age and experience made him a formidable opponent. His talent made him dangerous. Nevvis fortified his mental shield, fixed his expression of indifference firmly in place, and pretended not to be annoyed when Lorelis scanned himself into the office without an invitation and leaned against the desk.
 
   “Not that I’m unhappy to see you, Lorelis, but shouldn’t you be at home sorting through your share of these Council requests?”
 
   The man scanned the viewer and shrugged. His casual manner always seemed in direct contrast to the intelligence behind his pale blue eyes. “When you didn’t answer my com, I thought I should drop by in person and make sure you got the news.”
 
   “Your com wasn’t urgent. These requests are.”
 
   “That may be, but my com was from me. These requests are not. You should have answered.”
 
   Nevvis tapped out an authorization to deploy a stabilization team to the target area, then turned his full attention to Lorelis. “What is it? I already heard that Jalkean has not yet been located.”
 
   “True. I note your lack of surprise. That, however, is not the news. Your Arlele is missing.”
 
   “Of course she’s missing. She was taken in the raid. And she’s not my Arlele.”
 
   “Mmhm.” Lorelis picked up a memory stick and flipped it between his fingers as he spoke. His smirk made Nevvis want to shove the stick up his nose, but he kept those emotions well hidden behind his shielded mind. He had learned long ago that Lorelis’s careless manner and unkempt appearance only served to throw people off. Under that bush of black hair was a mind that seized any weakness.
 
   “Lorelis. What did you come here to tell me? I have work to do. You have work to do.”
 
   “Your Arlele is not on the ship, either ship. She is missing.”
 
   “Your information is wrong. The last report I have says a dual-talent Arlele worked with a Dran to destroy the core of the Shreet ship. Unless we have another dual-talent Arlele, which would be horrifically bad, Taymar was on that ship.”
 
   “I have to agree. That would, indeed, be horrifically bad. But, that’s not the case. Your Arlele was on the ship, but she isn’t anymore. It seems she stole a shuttle and has disappeared.”
 
   Nevvis turned his chair fully around. “What? She can’t fly a shuttle. She’s never even been on a shuttle. Tell me this is one of your twisted jokes.”
 
   “And this time your complete shock is noted. Apparently she not only flew a shuttle, but she also disabled the tracking beacon and flew that shuttle right on out of the Alliance ship’s grid.”
 
   “Where is she now?”
 
   “They have no idea.”
 
   For a long moment, Nevvis only stared. He could no more break through Lorelis’s mental shield than Lorelis could break through his, but he was hoping to see something that would give this away as a joke. Lorelis had a strange sense of humor. However, he wasn’t smiling. “You made this up.”
 
   “Some things aren’t funny.”
 
   “It’s not like she can hurt us, but still. How could she have managed to steal a shuttle?”
 
   “I disagree. She can hurt us. But more than that, she can help us and you need to go find her.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “How you find her is up to you. I suspect you have the means.”
 
   Nevvis only cocked his head, so Lorelis continued. “How she can hurt us, other than the obvious threat of stirring up the Arlele population with rumors, is with what she knows. She is hostile to Drani and would turn on us in a heartbeat. She has a band, and they have the technology to use it against us. Imagine, if you can, the carnage should the Shreet gain control of our banding system.”
 
   “I try not to. But that threat isn’t specific to Taymar.”
 
   “No, it isn’t, but with her abilities, they would have a much easier time of it.”
 
   “You are overestimating Taymar’s knowledge base. Even if she wanted to hurt us, I can’t imagine that she knows enough to do any real damage.”
 
   “Stretch your mind just a little bit. We are not the only race of telepaths out there. With well-placed questions, even an empath could learn too much about our technology, our society, our limitations, our weaknesses. And if an emp could be dangerous, a telepath could learn much more.” Lorelis watched the card dance around his fingers as he flipped it. “Think about it. The Shreet raided every Newete Council member’s home. They were obviously hoping to collect Council members when they hit, perhaps to achieve a similar goal. To acquire knowledge. I would say it was just bad luck that she was there instead of you. Or good planning on your part; I haven’t decided which.”
 
   Outrage flooded Nevvis’s thoughts. Only years of discipline kept his emotions in check as Nevvis watched Lorelis cataloging every detail of the conversation. “Are you honestly suggesting that I am the traitor within the Council? You think I gave the Shreet the names and locations of our Newete Council members?”
 
   The stick paused its flipping. “Someone did. And someone let them through our shields, too.”
 
   “Yes, Lorelis. Someone did. Someone with enough authority to move around the planet without being questioned.” Nevvis realized he was clenching his fist and forced himself to relax. “We both know who’s always watching me, but who is watching you?”
 
   Lorelis laughed and started the stick twining again. “Well played,                                                 Little One, and excellent point. I don’t think you are the traitor, but I do think you underestimated the dangers involved in allowing your Arlele to leave the planet.”
 
   “I didn’t…” Nevvis paused and drew in a slow, deep breath. “Would you just make your point?” 
 
   “If she goes willingly to the Shreet, her knowledge, cooperation, and genetics could be our undoing. On the other hand, she is the best bait we could hope for in finding the real traitors. They will be drawn to her like a wave to the beach.” Lorelis tossed the card onto the table. “If you had better control of her, you could make her into a spy for Drani. As it is, she can at least be our shield. Bring in some help and flush out the unfriendlies. Perhaps that’s what you were planning when you arranged for her abduction in the first place.”
 
   This time, Nevvis didn’t bite. “You’re starting to ramble. I understand that happens with age.”                                                                                                   
 
    “The arrogance of youth.” He pulled out the closest chair, scooped the stack of reader cards onto the floor, and sat. “Taymar is dangerous. She should have been termed long ago. And if she was dangerous before, she is doubly so now. She knows too much.”
 
   “Don’t worry. Those weren’t in any particular order. Just toss them on the floor.” Lorelis didn’t even blink, so Nevvis stacked them into a neat pile as he continued. “What knowledge? She’s been in almost complete isolation for over five years. I never thought I would say this, but I think you’re overreacting.”
 
   “Someone is going to use that girl. It needs to be us. You need to find her. Use it as an excuse to get us in front of the Alliance.”
 
   “What?” Nevvis sat up. “Not sure I heard that right. Did you say you wanted us in front of the Alliance? Are you admitting I was right about needing a treaty with them?”
 
   “In light of the raid, I’ll admit that I may have been shortsighted,” Lorelis said with a minute shrug. “But I’m not ready to dance our planet naked around their bonding bed. If we make an arrangement of some sort with them, it needs to be in our favor.”
 
   Nevvis squeezed his eyes shut against the vulgar imagery. “I’m sure Targer can make the appropriate arrangements. Assuming they still want to negotiate a treaty.”
 
   “Oh, they will. I have secured a source that has information on that time flux they are using to build the space station. They might even have information on the station itself. I am sure that will help the Alliance overlook our earlier reluctance to intertwine our destinies.”
 
   “You what?”
 
   Lorelis didn’t answer. He just kicked his feet out and crossed his boots. 
 
   “How in the name of three moons do you have information on the flux that is half a galaxy away?” Nevvis eyed Lorelis with renewed suspicion. “How do you even know about the flux? It still hasn’t been confirmed.”
 
   “Well, I might have a source that took in a Shreet ship that was looking to disappear.” He wobbled his head a bit. “I probably do. They were on their way here, but with the raid, my source had to divert their course. I haven’t actually heard from them in a while, though.”
 
   “Do you trust your source?”
 
   “Try not to embarrass yourself. Of course I don’t trust them. I don’t trust you and I know what side of the bed you sleep on, but it is enough that we even have a source. The Alliance will want to see this out.”
 
   Nevvis refused to let his mind take up that hunt, tempting as it was. And true as it could very well be. “You didn’t answer my question. How did you come by this source?”
 
   Lorelis smiled and picked at an invisible flaw in the chair’s armrest. “The Shreet didn’t build that monstrosity without help, and not all of that help took a spacewalk when they finished. And not all Shreet are eager to go to war. Let’s just say it is amazing what people will do for fuel.”
 
   They sat in silence while Nevvis wrestled with the idea that Lorelis may have singlehandedly and in total secrecy obtained logistics on the one thing that was enabling the Shreet to gain a foothold in this section of the galaxy. And he had done it without ever leaving the planet. The man was terrifying. And a genius.
 
   “Okay,” Nevvis said, finally digesting the full impact of all that Lorelis had said—and not said. “But I see no need to go off-planet myself, whether it’s to bring Taymar back or otherwise. I don’t need to be there for that.”
 
   “You’re not listening, Nevvis. Of all the Arleles to be off-planet, that’s the wrong one. You need to go secure her. Besides, Targer doesn’t have the authority to finalize this treaty, and we don’t have time for the back and forth it will take if you send him as the negotiator. You wanted it, now go make it.”
 
   “And you’re not thinking, Lorelis. I’m Kitalku. How do I explain to the Council that I need to take a little run off-planet at a time like this?”
 
   “You’re Kitalku; you don’t have to explain. But, your point is well taken. Would you rather I went after Taymar? I have the authority and the ability to negotiate a decent treaty. And while I’m gone, you can prepare young Kranolis for his early initiation into the Council, seeing as how Erus got himself killed in the raid.”
 
   For a long moment, Nevvis only stared. That he had been played was obvious. The question was why? Lorelis’s feelings for most Arleles bordered on hatred, and Taymar was the rule rather than the exception. The chances of Lorelis and Taymar both making it home alive were almost nonexistent. But that wasn’t where this was going anyhow. “You have no interest in bringing Taymar home, do you?” Nevvis asked, putting all of the pieces together. “You want the Alliance to go get that info on the flux for you. And for me to use Taymar as a weapon to destroy that station. That’s the basic gist here, isn’t it?”
 
   “You are a bit slow at times, but you do manage to bring it home in the end.”
 
   Nevvis drew in a long, slow breath and hoped that his mouth hadn’t been hanging open for long.
 
   Lorelis smiled. “Good. I’ll make the appropriate arrangements. If it will make you feel any better, I’ll try to keep you on-planet as long as possible.” Without another word, he stood, made a show of pushing his chair back under the table, and scanned himself out of the office. As Nevvis watched him leave, he shook his head in disbelief. The man had made it look easy.
 
   ###
 
   The viewer on Taymar’s left flashed through another series of numbers and symbols that meant nothing to her. It had been doing it the entire trip, the entire eternally long trip-of-death trapped in a dark tube with no windows. 
 
   Being in the shuttle wasn’t unlike being locked in solitary confinement. Only this time, when she got out, she would be free to go and do whatever she liked. At least, that was the way her fantasy ended. There were, of course, other options. Like dying in space or being imprisoned on Daryus or being picked up by an Alliance ship and returned to Drani. But she liked her ending better, so that’s what she imagined as she struggled to keep herself awake.
 
   She hit the reload symbol on her viewer and watched as the computer set up another puzzle. It probably had other games, but she hadn’t managed to find them. The panel beside her flashed again and then the computer beeped.
 
   “Destination immanent.” 
 
   Taymar blinked at the viewer. “Not helpful. What does that mean?”
 
   The computer remained silent. They had only been speaking the Alliance’s language, Universal, on Drani for a couple of years. Even though she had gone through two full transfers, oftentimes the language just didn’t make sense. “Computer, define destination immanent.”
 
   The shuttle jumped. Taymar grabbed her restraint harness and started jerking it into place. “Destination—a location or place…”
 
   “Cancel. Cancel.” She activated the last fastener. “I figured it out.” The shuttle jerked again.
 
   “Incoming communication from the planet’s surface. Do you wish to allow?” 
 
   She paused. What choice did she have? “Yes.”
 
   A male voice boomed into the small ship. “Alliance shuttle. You have entered Daryus space without authorization. Depart immediately or you will be fired upon.”
 
   “Why does everyone want to shoot at me?” Taymar mumbled, glancing over at the readings on the viewer. They still meant nothing. She hit the flashing icon and hoped for the best. “This is the Alliance shuttle. I can’t depart. I don’t have enough fuel, and I don’t think I have enough air. I need to land.”
 
   “Shuttle, send down your Alliance authorization code.”
 
   “Um, I don’t exactly know what it is. I don’t have a pilot.” 
 
   “Repeat.”
 
   This could be going better, she thought. “I don’t have a pilot.” 
 
   The com went silent for several pounding heartbeats. When it came on again, the new voice sounded even more hostile than the first. “Shuttle, release controls of your ship and submit to our guidance system.”
 
   So, so much better. “What controls? I don’t have any controls in here.”
 
   “Shuttle, prepare for descent. Don’t touch anything.”
 
   Now that she could do. The computer wasn’t as agreeable. “Access to onboard flight controls attempted from planet surface. Allow remote access?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Her teeth chattered, and even though she told herself it was from the vibrating shuttle, she wasn’t completely sure. The shuttle had plenty of material she could shape into a knife, but she decided to step onto Daryus empty-handed. Besides, a knife would be no help against whatever weapon they would have, and no doubt about it, they would have plenty of weapons.
 
   After several more swerves and bumps that made Taymar thankful for the harness, the shuttle finally smoothed out, slowed, and eventually powered down. All of the lights inside flooded on, and without her doing anything, the pilot door and the sliding shuttle door both opened.
 
   Beams of light shone directly into her eyes, making it impossible for her to see anything, but her telepathy told her at least fifteen hostile people were waiting for her to attack.
 
   “Hands on your head!” one voice yelled. “Fingers laced together.”
 
   She did as instructed while one of the others released a small hovering bot into the shuttle. With little effort, Taymar found the mind of the Daryan reading the bot’s reports. Thankfully, they were in Universal, so she followed along as his handheld readout told him the shuttle was clean. Finally, the fist-size ball hovered in front of her face, blocking the beam of blinding light from the nearest Daryan’s weapon. A tiny panel opened on the ball. Taymar held dead still as a thin triangle of red light shot out and scanned her entire body.
 
   Arlele? the man holding the readout thought. He knew something about Arleles, but he couldn’t remember it. Drani…Drani… All at once his mind filled with excitement. Are you a telepath? he thought directly at Taymar. 
 
   Even though the little ball blocked the beam of light, Taymar still couldn’t see the person who had sent to her, but she could feel his mind clearly enough to know that he most certainly was not a telepath. However, he sure hoped she was, and she didn’t intend to disappoint him. Nor did she intend to give away her telekinesis just yet. “Yes, I am.”
 
   The man’s entire demeanor changed. “Lower your weapons.” The confusion of the others rang out in their minds, but they followed the direction. The small bot zipped away, but the beam of light did not return, confirming that it was night on Daryus. To Taymar, he said, “Step out of the shuttle.” 
 
   “Can I put my hands down because I have this harness thing on?”
 
   “Tovas, help her out and search her. Mi, notify command we may have a refugee from Drani—a telepathic refugee from Drani—and that we need a priority level 10 wipe of her arrival on planet. Dorniplav and Yolni, keep three each and stay here with Mi. Once Mi gets clearance for the wipe, take care of this shuttle. The rest of you are with me.”
 
   After a round of mental shock at Taymar’s telepath status and several verbal yes, sirs, the group scattered. Tovas pulled himself up to the opening and smiled. His protruding brow; wide, flat nose; and lack of hair made him look like an IVO that had been kicked in the face. He didn’t seem to notice her staring at him as he released the harness and helped her out of the shuttle. Once he had finished searching her as thoroughly as any kar, he led her over to the man she now knew to be called Pakus.
 
   Even though the area around the ship was well lit, total darkness made the surrounding area impossible to see. Pakus stared, his narrowly slit eyelids barely moving under his sharp, bulging brow. Like Tovas, Pakus had no eyebrows. In fact, he had no hair anywhere. Well, nowhere she could see. He was taller than Tovas, but still nowhere near as tall as Nevvis. And nowhere near as intimidating. So, you are an actual telepath? Not an empath? His attempt at sending was loud and distorted, but that was normal for a non-telepath. He was still easy enough to read.
 
   “I am a telepath. I don’t know what an empath is.”
 
   Then why are you talking instead of thinking back to me?
 
   Taymar frowned at him. “Because you’re not a telepath, and it’s called sending, not thinking. Are you trying to tell me you think you’re a telepath?”
 
   Pakus finally smiled. “Definitely not, but you sure are, and I am so glad you decided to crash on Daryus. Please come with me. Are you hungry or thirsty?”
 
   Now that she wasn’t expecting, even in her best-case scenario. Taymar smiled back. “Actually, I’m both. I don’t think that shuttle was meant to come this far. And I really need to use a waste room.”
 
   “Let’s see what we can do to make you comfortable.” He turned and started walking toward the source of the light, another type of shuttle. This one was green, round, and smaller than the black one she had flown in on. “I didn’t introduce myself. My name…”
 
   “Pakus.” Taymar peered out into the darkness. She seemed to be on some sort of massive platform. Even though the others no longer held weapons on her, she noticed they still formed a loose circle as they continued toward the waiting shuttle. “I didn’t exactly crash, right?”
 
   “Well, that will depend on what you decide to do. I am a security minister for the ITC here on Daryus, and I am sure that the regents will gladly offer a telepathic crash survivor asylum. Probably lucrative employment as well. I am also sure they will not be able to make a similar offer to a wanted criminal of any kind.” He paused in front of the ramp leading into the green shuttle. “I am sure you understand.”
 
   “Actually, I didn’t understand most of what you said, but I do get your meaning. I’m sure glad I wasn’t hurt in the crash.”
 
   Pakus laughed and motioned for her to enter the shuttle. “Not as glad as the regents will be when they find out you are a full telepath. We’ll be at ITC Command in a few moments. What’s your name?”
 
   She paused. For a moment she considered changing it, but in the end it seemed useless. If Nevvis could trace her all the way to Daryus, changing her name certainly wasn’t going to help once he got here. “Taymar. My name is Taymar.”
 
   “Well, Taymar, welcome to Daryus. Let me help you with your harness, and we will be on our way.”
 
   ###
 
   Urvo stood at the brae’s door, trying to summon the nerve to push the announcer. Unfortunately, the door opened long before he was ready.
 
   “Enter. I understand our informant is securely on the station.” The brae stood before a holographic map of quad nine. 
 
   “Yes, sir. I also sent you the full file of his debrief in Universal, and translated it back into Klsikit.” 
 
   “I watched it. SirukiRoe did well. Pass on my acknowledgement of her work.”
 
   “I will, sir.”
 
   “I wish I could say the same for the Roe who flew the transport shuttle with all of our samples.” Yitt slid his hand into the holograph and rotated the map. A string of numbers running alongside the projection adjusted in response. “We lost the samples and two ships, thanks to him.”
 
   Urvo swallowed hard and struggled to control his breathing. The last thing he needed was to flash white braids in front of the brae.
 
   “Hand me my over shirt,” Yitt said, finally turning to Urvo. “Can you explain how four panels of high-quality brakeal cylinders and a power core managed to explode in Alliance space?”
 
   Urvo unhooked the shirt from its spot on the wall and crossed over to where the brae stood, frowning once again at the map. “Actually, sir, I think I can.”
 
   Yitt’s dark stare locked on Urvo as he took the intricately adorned knee-length white tunic. 
 
   “The Dran seems very concerned that a particular Arlele did not accompany him on the darit. He says that she has special talents that would be of use to us, and although I have not spoken to him directly, I believe that she may be the reason we lost that ship.”
 
   “Are you telling me we had a dual-talent shoved onto a transport ship?”
 
   “Sir? You know about the dual-talent Arlele?”
 
   The brae pulled the shirt over his head and secured the belt. Hair or no hair, he made a formidable figure in his full command regalia. “I didn’t know there was a dual-talent in Newete. Find out what you can about this Arlele, and see if you can get to her before the Alliance does.”
 
   “I took the liberty of starting that search already, sir. Right now, our parameters are too large. However, Drani has requested assistance from the Alliance in finding her, and they have sent the Regal.”
 
   “Really?” Yitt swiped the map back onto the viewer. “Now, that is good to hear,” he said as he adjusted the cords that hung across his shoulders. Before Urvo could agree, the brae turned his full attention back to him. “They will request a telepath.”
 
   “Sir?” 
 
   Turning, Yitt swiped the map up onto a wall and expanded one section featuring the Alliance starship Regal. “The Alliance will send one of their telepaths to meet with the Dran. That could be a problem.”
 
   Urvo silently chastised himself. How was he ever going to prove his worth to the brae if he kept missing important details? “What would you like me to do, sir?”
 
   “Nothing, yet. Let me consider our options. But, as always, none of this will be documented.”
 
   “Of course, sir. I will have the official version of the debrief ready for your review by the end of this cycle.”
 
   “Good.” The brae tapped off his viewer and headed for the door. Urvo fell in step behind him. “Nice recovery, UrvoDii. Now, let’s go convince the Root that we need more supplies. And a new derit, since the Roe decided to give away two of mine.”
 
   ###
 
   Sean sat brooding in his quarters. The quick glances at the display only served as a reminder that he should be asleep. Instead, with puffy eyes and a headache, he stared at his mug of warm milk. A pint is what he needed, not this rubbish. Why did it have to be him? For feck’s sake. A raging interstellar war was underway, and the Alliance decided to make a treaty by sending Sean out to find a bloody runaway.
 
   He forced down another swallow. Maybe it wasn’t as bad as all that, but it sure wasn’t good. And a treaty with Drani, of all the places. Why Drani? Even as he thought it, Sean knew the answer. He watched the white liquid slosh as he swirled the cup.
 
   Brakeal. 
 
   Drani had it. The Alliance needed it.
 
   Of course, so did the Shreet. 
 
   Anyone with a brakeal-powered ship needed it, which amounted to just about everyone. He snatched the reader board off the couch and glared at his orders again. That monstrous communication station the Shreet were building would be needing a bleeding rake of it. Better that the Alliance get to Drani before the Shreet did, but he didn’t have to bloody well like it. 
 
   “Symbiotic, my ass,” he muttered, scanning the social construct analysis for the third time. Drani was a slave planet, no matter what excuses Earth made for it. “This society’s about as symbiotic as my last marriage!” 
 
   And if that wasn’t enough, he was picking up a new crew member to assist with negotiations. A telepath, no less. He tossed the board back onto the seat. “Perfect!” Tomorrow was going to be a bad day. That much he could tell already.
 
   ###
 
   The warm milk turned out to be as useless as he predicted. Neither his mood nor his attitude had improved from lack of sleep, and he kept the viewer off to help mask his irritation when he answered his lieutenant’s com from his office.
 
   “Sir, the personnel report you asked for just arrived.”
 
   “And when is our new crew member expected to dock?”
 
   “The shuttle just cleared the security protocol and is approaching the rendezvous point now.”
 
   “Well, now. O’ course it is,” he mumbled. Why expect the report to arrive before the person? “Lieutenant, assign someone to conduct a standard debrief and orientation. Notify me when it’s done.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   Sean tapped off the com and pulled the file up onto his viewer. Lieutenant Ranealla Do-Calia Ha, from the now uninhabitable planet of Asheer. At least that much was familiar. Asheerians were scattered throughout the Alliance, so he was familiar with her species. Most struggled with verbal speech since, prior to the death of their sun, Asheer had been an exclusively telepathic society. However, they were an adaptable people, and had proven invaluable to the Alliance. 
 
   It didn’t look like Ranealla would be any different. She came with an exemplary file and a personal recommendation from an admiral. Of course, looking at her holo, Sean imagined that hadn’t been hard to come by. Ranealla was stunning. Hair as black as space fell down her back in a silken sheet, and equally black round eyes stared out from the image with alarming intensity. Long ears curved back into a delicate point that poked out from her dark hair, calling attention to her pale complexion. And even though the image stopped at her waist, it was enough to tell that the rest of her would be just as impressive.
 
   “No good.” Sean swiped the holo away and turned back to the file. “This is no good at all. A lass going ’round looking like you oughtn’t be knowing what a man t’inks every time you walk yourself into the room. OBIS,” Sean called to the onboard computer system. “Pull up protocols and strategies for dealing with telepaths. Prioritize the information with non-telepath interactions first.”
 
   “Compiling data.”
 
   Sean sat back and kicked his feet up onto his desk as the viewer filled with far fewer titles than he had hoped. He had some reading to do.
 
   When Ranealla walked into his office several hours later, he felt at least a little better prepared. Every time his traitorous mind tried to comment on how the holo had been a pale comparison, he blocked the thought instantly and, per the recommendation of one of the experts, thought about her exemplary personnel record instead. 
 
   “Lieutenant Ranealla, please sit. That is correct, is it not? ’Tis protocol for Asheerians to only be using their first name?”
 
   “Yes, sir.” She settled into a chair across the desk from him and smiled. Sean glanced down at the desk viewer and mentally reviewed her previous assignments as she continued. “We use last names for genealogy only. You’ll find most telepathic societies follow a similar practice because our telepathy allows each name to refer to a unique individual.” 
 
   “Interesting.” She tended to over enunciate her words, but her speech was much better than other Asheerians he had heard. Sean shut that thought out and smiled back. “I suspect I’ll be saying that quite a bit here. Can’t say I know much about telepaths.”
 
   “There aren’t an abundance of telepaths in the known galaxy, sir, so that is to be expected. I have details about our mission with Drani. Would you like that report now?”
 
   “Yes. I’m assuming since they sent it through you, they’re looking to keep this off the com-grid.”
 
   “That is correct, sir.” Ranealla pushed her hair back over her shoulder and scooted up in her chair. “Apparently the Drani head of state, who is called Prime Tanku Targer, has been in direct contact with the Alliance Chair regarding a trade agreement between the Alliance and Drani for brakeal. And as an act of good faith, while an agreement is worked out between the two leaders, Drani has asked for Alliance help in retrieving an individual of considerable importance to them and in providing planet security from space. It seems Drani’s space program is somewhat underdeveloped.”
 
   “That’s a bit odd then, isn’t it, since their technology is so much more advanced than ours.” Sean rubbed his hand across his beard and pondered that before continuing. “I s’pose that goes a way to explain why I’m out here. I already know about their escapee. They just want her back, then? Simple as that? What is it that makes her so valuable?”
 
   “Yes, sir. Targer wasn’t forthcoming with information, except to say that she would be a threat to their planet’s security if she were captured by the Shreet.” Ranealla leaned down, pulled a black triangular prism the size of a short pen from her boot, and handed it to Sean. “She apparently knows enough to hurt them, because this is tier three clearance and I was directed to give it to you only.”
 
   Sean took the rod and frowned. “What’s on it?”
 
   “I have no idea, sir.”
 
   “You know somet’ing or they’d have sent someone with a bit more field experience, someone more expendable. What is it you know?”
 
   Ranealla sat back in her chair again and folded her hands on her lap. Her back couldn’t have been straighter if it had been nailed to the wall. “About three of their months ago, nearly four of ours, during the Shreet raid on Drani, several hundred citizens were abducted from the planet…”
 
   “I know about the raid. What I’m not knowing is why we’re here chasing down one single person from the hundreds that were taken. People are stolen by the Shreet every day. We don’t go fetching them back, now do we? Why this one?”
 
   Ranealla smiled and continued. The fact that she had noted and then ignored his impatience bode well for their relationship. “Yes, sir. The citizen we are tasked with finding is Taymar, the only dual-talent Arlele on the planet. The oddity here is that, according to our sources, she was well outside the attack zone. In fact, that house was the only home outside the central zone hit by the raid.”
 
   “Hmm. What is it you know about Taymar? Dual-talent?”
 
   “Yes, sir. She is both telepathic and telekinetic. Most Arleles on the planet are telekinetic. A very small minority are telepathic, but Taymar is the first Arlele on record to be both.”
 
   “And the other race, the Dran, is it? They are all telepathic?”
 
   “As far as we know, sir.”
 
   “As far as we know. Which isn’t a bloody lot, given the fact we are about to become muckers.”
 
   “Muckers, sir?”
 
   Sean glanced over at the viewer, now dark. “Yes. Sorry. My Irish comes out at times. Mates. Pals. Friends.” Something wasn’t adding up. A lot of things weren’t adding up. An entire ship sent out to find one person? It didn’t make sense. “So, if I’m understanding this t’ing right, we’re to fetch back the missing Arlele and return her to Drani, at which point a treaty will be negotiated. I’m assuming then that the Alliance will be sending someone to manage the negotiation process?” 
 
   “Actually, sir, it’s my understanding that we will be joined by a representative of the Drani government, who will take responsibility for the prisoner once she is found. Unless that brief I gave you says otherwise, he or she has been authorized by the Alliance to enter into a temporary arrangement pending a formal declaration from our corresponding government bodies.”
 
   “With me? No ambassador? Just me?”
 
   Ranealla smiled. “I am your ambassador. I was fully briefed on my way here.”
 
   “And where, exactly, is it that this brief came from?”
 
   “Central.” 
 
   “O’ course. Didn’t bother telling you where this escapee was hiding, did they?”
 
   “No, sir.”
 
   “Well, no surprise there, then. No matter. I’ve already calculated out all possible trajectories from where she stole the shuttle, and for the record, I still can’t believe she stole a bloody shuttle. She can only be on one of three planets.”
 
   “And we are simply assuming she is alive? That she landed somewhere and didn’t run out of air?”
 
   Sean nodded. “Not a big assumption, that. Someone disabled the tilem relay. The tracker can be blocked from inside the shuttle, but the relay has to be removed from the outside. She landed the t’ing. Our people could have found her in time, had they been able to spare another shuttle.”
 
   “That makes sense, sir.”
 
   “I have my reservations about this mission. The explanation is dodgy at best. Truth told, I hate it. But, it’s our mission and we’ll be proceeding as ordered. We don’t have room on this ship for a passenger. Ambassador or not, you’ll be assigned a duty station in personnel. I’m t’inking your telepathy will be best used there.”
 
   Ranealla nodded. “Of course, sir. It is best if the crew remains unaware of our plans.”
 
   “’Tis indeed.” Sean focused his mind on the rod, hoping to hide his real thoughts from her telepathy. “Let’s just say we need to keep this close to the chest and leave it there.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   When Sean finally met those dark eyes again, he smiled. “And stay close to our Drani guests when they get here. This whole situation’s manky.”
 
   “Of course, sir. Will there be anything else?”
 
   “Yes. Relax with the sirs. You’re making me nervous enough already. And if you should hear somet’ing that comes out of my head and not my mouth, just keep it to yourself.”
 
   At that, Ranealla chuckled—a guttural coughing sound that should have come from moving heavy equipment, not the delicate woman who made it. “I assure you, sir, I will.”
 
   Sean nodded and sat back in his chair. “Well, then. Let’s get after it. Dismissed.”
 
   With a nod, Ranealla rose and left the room. 
 
   
 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6 - Capture
 
    
 
   Taymar watched the burnt orange dust from the path seek refuge on her protective boots and once again reveled in the sweat taste of freedom. Ahead, the vines covering the path struggled to get out of the way, their gentle scratching providing relief from Taymar’s chattering friend.
 
   “Taymar. You make me laugh. You have saved the ISTC more money in the last six months than Phalad did in his entire career. The company would give you a nova in a box if you asked for it. But instead, we’re out looking for a sarokk.”
 
   Taymar had to smile. Getting hauled to the planet’s surface by a private trade company instead of one of Daryus’s unstable government factions had proven monumentally lucky. “What’s wrong with a sarokk?”
 
   “Nothing,” Rook admitted, sending her kicking stone back up the path. “But we should be looking for a new house. I cannot believe they would put a telepath in that cave of yours for even two weeks, let alone six months.”
 
   “Rook, there’s nothing wrong with my house. I like it.” 
 
   Before Taymar finished her sentence, Rook was protesting. It was an old debate. “You’re a telepath, Taymar. A real telepath. Not a fake, like Phalad. You need to get what’s coming to you. And what’s coming to you is a house bigger than my greeting room. Where do you expect your new pet to live?”
 
   “The sarokk will not be a pet! It will...”
 
   Rook cut her off. “I know. She will be a housemate. The question remains. Where will the creature live? Your house is too small for more than one living thing at a time.”
 
   Rook’s frustration radiated from her mind. Taymar could not understand why it was so important that she live in one of the monstrous homes Rook was talking about. After all, she was only one person. Her home was perfect. 
 
   Taymar returned her attention to the vines. As the two women walked, the vines pulled away, revealing the previously hidden path. Once the intruders passed, the plants would move back. Rook explained that the vines were repelled by their magnetic field, but Taymar liked to think it was the planet’s way of welcoming her. She had found a home on Daryus, and the vines were proof that she belonged here.
 
   “You’re getting quiet on me. I know what that means.”
 
   “You talk a lot.” Taymar snuck in a kick on Rook’s stone. One of these times the vines would pull it off the path. Of course, that was the game: seeing how long you could keep the rock going.
 
   “And you don’t talk enough. You’d feel better if you would tell somebody who you are. People are starting to talk. They think you may have been formed under a pile of rindock dung.”
 
   Rook’s reference to the mythical troublesome creature was not lost. “I am not a rindock. That much I can assure you.” 
 
   “Taymar, we’re friends. We’ve known each other for months now. What could be so bad that you can’t tell me about it?”
 
   Dust sputtered into the air as Taymar sent a rock of her own skidding down the path. The smell of sunshine and life filled her nostrils. Rook was the first real friend Taymar had ever had, but was she ready for what Taymar had to tell her? Taymar glanced over at the Daryan woman. Like other Daryans, she was short and stocky. A rough ridge protruded over narrow parti-colored eyes, and she would rather work overtime than exercise. The woman’s lazy nature had taken longer to get used to than her lack of body hair and her nonstop talking. 
 
   “Where are you from, Taymar? How did you get here? We figure you must be a refugee from the war, but why here?”
 
   Still, Taymar hesitated.
 
   “I won’t tell if you don’t want me to. I won’t tell anyone. But if you’re in trouble, don’t worry about it. The ISTC would do anything to keep you here, believe me.”
 
   “Like hide a stolen Alliance shuttle craft.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean, they hid a stolen Alliance shuttle craft.”
 
   Rook froze. The vines surrounding them shuffled in place, fighting the urge to return to the path. “You stole an Alliance ship?”
 
   Taymar continued on her trek. The sight of Rook’s dangling jaw was making her lose her resolve. “I would have given it back, but I can’t. It’s not like I sold it. I just borrowed it for a while.” 
 
   Rook ran to catch up. “So you’re one of the Shreet?”
 
   “No. They captured me from my home planet.”
 
   “Why didn’t you go back to your home, then? How did you get an Alliance shuttle? How did you get the ISTC to land that thing? Taymar! Would you please slow down?” Rook rasped. The woman was horribly out of shape.
 
   Taymar forced herself into a slower pace. She reached for an overhanging branch but remembered one of Rook’s many warnings about the Daryan plant life, so she shoved her hands into her pockets and trudged forward instead. The air felt dry beneath the beating sun, and a bead of sweat trickled down her back. But it wasn’t the sweltering heat of the jungle, and she loved it. “I don’t want to go home. I don’t ever want to go home. Daryus is my home now. As far as how I got the shuttle goes…that is a very long and boring story.”
 
   “Yeah. Right. Somehow I don’t think you went to your local ship shop and requisitioned it. Why don’t you want to go home?”
 
   Rook’s question brought back the memories Taymar had been trying to keep hidden. Memories of the tests and the isolation...and of Nevvis. Memories that would haunt her for the rest of her life. 
 
   “Are you going to answer me?” Rook asked, stopping in front of Taymar.
 
   “Do I have a choice?”
 
   A smile was Rook’s only answer.
 
   “Drani is a horrible place, Rook. I have hated it my entire life. I won’t go back—not alive, anyway.”
 
   For the second time in as many minutes, Rook’s jaw fell open. “Drani? You’re from Drani?”
 
   “What do you know of Drani?”
 
   “Only that between the planet and its moons, Drani is rumored to be the most concentrated source of brakeal in this galaxy. I can’t believe you’re from Drani. I mean, it makes sense. That explains why you’re so much stronger and faster than us...with Drani’s increased gravity, and all...but I never would have guessed Drani. Is it true that there’s an entire species of crazy people living there? Drani keeps to itself so much that no one knows anything about it.”
 
   Now it was Taymar’s turn to stare in amazement. “A species of crazy people?”
 
   “Yeah. I was told by someone, I don’t remember who, that there is an entire group of people on Drani who are absolutely crazy. They run around trying to kill each other all the time. I think he called them Arnells.”
 
   Taymar shot her friend one of her more intimidating looks. It didn’t take much with Daryans. “They are called Arleles, and I am one of them.”
 
   “Hey, don’t get mad. I’m just repeating what I heard.” 
 
   Taymar said nothing. She listened with mild amusement to her friend’s mental debate about whether or not to ask her next question. After sufficient torture, Taymar saved her the trouble. “I’m not crazy, but Arleles do fight. It’s in our nature. Fighting is how we achieve an order in our society.”
 
   “When you say fight, do you mean argue or...”
 
   “I mean, we fight. With whatever we have, we fight. We don’t stop until someone walks away or someone is dead. Unless a Dran intervenes, which is what usually happens.”
 
   “The Dran are the other species that lives there?”
 
   Taymar nodded.
 
   “Are they like you?”
 
   Rook’s mind was as open as her mouth. And once again, Taymar wished she hadn’t told Rook about her telekinetic ability. “No. Dran are all telepathic. They are never telekinetic.” Skirting around Rook, Taymar resumed her trek.
 
   “What about the Arleles? Are they like you?”
 
   “No. Nobody is like me.”
 
   “So the other Arleles are also just telepathic?”
 
   “Arleles are usually telekinetic. Some are telepathic. I am supposedly the first person to be both. And remember, you can’t tell anyone I’m a teke.”
 
   “I bet you were treated extra special there too then, huh?”
 
   Taymar snorted. Rook had no idea how horribly true her statement was. If the Dran had treated her any more special, they would have killed her. “Rook, can we talk about something else, please? Like why Idin is avoiding me?” 
 
   “He’s avoiding you because you threw him across the room after bouncing him on his head a few times. What’s worse, you did it in front of his boss. He will probably avoid you for the rest of his life. Why do you hate Drani? What happened there?”
 
   “But he challenged me to a fight. What was I supposed to do? Let him win?”
 
   Rook stamped her foot along the side of the path, kicking away the powdery dust. “I think you lost my rock. He didn’t challenge you to a fight. He challenged you to a contest. It’s a game with little colored cubes and round chips. How can you be telepathic and miss those important little details? You lost my rock.”
 
   Inside, Taymar groaned and wiped away the dust that tickled her nose. She could add that one to her long list of serious transgressions against Daryan culture. “I don’t spend my day reading minds. He should have said something.”
 
   “When? While you trying to remove his head? You’re avoiding my question.”
 
   “I will get you another rock. You can have mine if you can find it. Should I apologize?”
 
   “You can try, if you can get Idin to stay in the same room with you. I’m not talking about the rock, and you know it. Why do you hate Drani?”
 
   Taymar stopped and faced her friend. If nothing else, Rook was persistent—to the point of being infuriating. “All right, Rook. Here it is. Arleles fight. The Dran intervene. I used to fight all the time. I was in trouble all the time. One day when I was young and very stupid, this janu, like a guard, was escorting me back to my room in the unit. I was mad, and the other Arleles in the unit kept sending insults at me. I started a fight in my living unit that quickly turned into a riot. The janu who was escorting me was killed. Even though I didn’t kill him, I knew I was about to be in serious trouble. I was afraid I was going to be sentenced to sakuritu, so I ran. 
 
   “Up until that day, no one knew that I was also telekinetic, and you can’t tell anyone here that I am. But getting out of Newete is not easy even when you live right on the border. I made it as far as the perimeter field, but my armband wouldn’t let me go through. I had to go over the field, and the only way to do that was by using my telekinesis. So I did. I was caught just on the other side, but worse than being caught was that my secret was out. The Dran knew I had both abilities. That is when the tests and the Dran overseers started. It was that way for four and a half years, until the Shreet came and I escaped. I am not going back.” 
 
   Taymar watched Rook’s reactions with hope and dread. “Now you know. There is nothing else to tell you. I am trying to control myself, and I want to make things right with Idin. Will you help me?”
 
   For an eternal pause, Rook stared. Taymar could see the shock beneath the ridge over the woman’s narrow eyes. “How did you get away from the Shreet?”
 
   “Like I said, I stole a shuttle and came here. By the time the Alliance realized I wasn’t one of their pilots, I was gone.”
 
   Rook looked at the ground. Nodded. Then looked up again. “I will help you with Idin.”
 
   Taymar let her breath out. “Thanks.”
 
   “And I want my rock back.”
 
   “I’ll find you another one.”
 
   “You do realize that the Alliance will eventually come looking for their shuttle.”
 
   “Not today, I hope.”
 
   “Probably not. What color sarokk are you looking for?” 
 
   “A blue one, I think. We’ll see when we get there.”
 
   “If we get there. I don’t know why you insist on walking everywhere you go. We may not be as technologically advanced as Drani, but we do have transtrems.”
 
   With a bump of her shoulder, Taymar pushed her friend off the path. The vines scrambled to get out of the way. “It’s good for you.”
 
   Rook scowled. “Sure.”
 
   ###
 
   Taymar glanced across the purple horizon. It was long past time to go back. The Daryan day moon had already set. The sun would soon follow, and Daryus was no place for a newcomer after nightfall. Ahead, a ball of blue fur leaped into the air and tackled the plume end of a tall red reed. The unfortunate stalk snapped with the additional weight, and the little creature crashed back into the grass. 
 
   Laughing, Taymar reached out with her mind to call the young animal back. Instead of locking onto the frantic hum of the sarokk’s thoughts, she touched a mind she wasn’t expecting—one who wasn’t expecting her, either. The shocked woman broke off the connection immediately, but not before Taymar caught her intent. Whoever she was, she was here for Taymar.
 
   With some effort, Taymar choked down her panic and slipped behind a tree to think. She didn’t dare make a mental sweep of the area. Whatever she sent would work against her if the other telepath was even decent. Thoughts went both ways. And to make matters worse, dusk was falling fast. She had to find shelter, and home wasn’t an option.
 
   Shadows slithered from their hiding places as the sun dipped behind the horizon. Feeling her nervous tension, the sarokk scurried to her side and clawed his way up her leg and arm. His tail tickled her skin as he twisted it around her neck and fluffed out his fur in agitation. The smell of dirt and dead leaves filled her nostrils, and his nervous chirps vocalized Taymar’s feelings—feelings she needed to get under control before her emotions became a beacon for the other telepath.
 
   The transtrem was on the opposite side of the house from where she stood. She considered making a wide circle around the house to reach it, but the residual red glare of the waning sun told her she didn’t have time. On the other hand, getting to Rook’s house on foot would take longer. 
 
   “Dicci!” She watched the shadows stretched across the forest floor and made her decision. Not that there was much of one to make. She had to run for the transtrem.
 
   Slipping silently from one hiding spot to another, she melted into the thickest part of the forest. With each new turn, her stomach twisted into a tighter knot. Thoughts of Drani flooded her mind, clouded her thinking. She squeezed them out and focused on landing each footfall in silence, but the raw emotion couldn’t be squelched.
 
   Above the anxious chatter of the sarokk, the forest continued to shuffle awake. The sweet scent of living things and wet ground filled the air as a vine slid down from an overhanging branch. Another thin, ropelike tendril slipped around her wrist. Taymar spun and ripped the offending vine from the tree. For an instant, she saw Nevvis reaching out from the branch, grabbing at her arm. She searched for his amber eyes but saw only a shadow, a trick of the waning light. Only a nightmare. Taymar pushed the memories back and focused on getting to the transtrem. Rook would take care of the intruders, but Taymar had to get there first.
 
   The little sarokk’s claws dug deeper into Taymar’s shoulder as the creature reflected his owner’s tension. All around her, the forest teemed with life. Unseen feet scampered across the forest floor, and the carnivorous vines rustled as they moved into position, sounding too much like the whisper of activated confinement beams. She shook off the horrible memory and darted for another tree. 
 
   Something brushed her arm. As Taymar spun to face her challenger, the sarokk squealed at the sudden movement and leaped away into the darkness. The small red vine that had touched her continued its silent journey down the trunk of the tree, but it had been warning enough. Missing sarokk or not, she had to get out of the forest. Taymar ran. 
 
   Straining to see through the now purple night, she plunged forward. A stump caught her foot, sending her sprawling. As she fought to regain her footing, a vision of kneeling on the walkway in Central Newete flashed through her mind. The cold fingers of the sedative running through her body felt so real that she clenched a fist full of dirt to regain her bearings. She would not go through that again. She would die before she would go back. Taymar pushed herself back up and set out again with renewed vigor. 
 
   Just ahead, the dim light of her home peeked through the trees. She paused. Sweat trickled down her face, stinging a cut on her cheek. A figure moved against the doorway. Then, as she watched, another rounded the corner from the back. Obviously, the telepath had not come alone, but how many more were there? How many people hid in the trees, waiting for her to pass? How many guarded the transtrem? Still, it was her only chance. 
 
   Barely managing a slow jog thanks to the dense undergrowth, Taymar set out for the transtrem. Blood dripped from a cut on her arm, and the constant stumbling was beginning to take its toll on her knees. As the sun disappeared behind the horizon, the suffocating darkness crept in. 
 
    She jumped a log that seemed to spring up in front of her, ripped through a clump of bushes, and then slid to a stop. Across the tiny clearing, someone or something waited for her. The darkness was deceptive. She could barely make out the person’s features, but there was no hiding her opponent’s size. He was sending out male aggression and he was massive, both in height and in sheer mass. Fighting him would be no easy task, but he stood between her and the transtrem.
 
   Taymar stepped away from the bushes and reached for his mind. Her teke would be no help in the poor light, but she could listen to his thoughts. 
 
   As the man drew nearer, Taymar was able to get a better look at him. He was like nothing she had ever seen before. What little light remained seemed to reflect off his teeth, or were they fangs? Had she been able to make out his hands in the darkness, they surely would have ended in claws, not fingers. But he was still just a man. He walked on two legs and swung two arms as he crossed the clearing, so Taymar stayed in his head and waited. 
 
   With each step the man took, she came to two conclusions. The first was that he was neither Shreet nor Dran. The second was that he was not taking her seriously. Like the Dran keepers, he expected his presence alone to inspire surrender. Taymar didn’t see it that way.
 
   She lunged. True to her expectations, her attack caught him completely off guard. Too late he raised his arms to block, and in doing so, he exposed himself to Taymar’s brutal kick in what she hoped was his groin. She wasn’t sure if her target area would prove to be a good choice since she didn’t know what this creature was, but her guess was rewarded. The man doubled over in agony. 
 
   A moan escaped him in the form of a low growl. He gasped for air, but she didn’t wait long enough for him to get it. Combining her physical strength and her telekinesis, Taymar brought the man’s huge head crashing against her knee. Blood spurted into the air, covering Taymar’s shirt and pants and filling her nostrils with the tangy scent of battle. He staggered backward, grabbing at his face, but Taymar didn’t stop. The rush of the fight pulsed with her thumping heart as she ripped a laser gun from his belt, pressed it against his abdomen, and fired three times. The man-creature collapsed in her arms. 
 
   Searing pain clawed into her ribcage. The man barely breathed. Blood spattered the silky hair that covered his body and continued to stream out from his shattered nose. He was no longer the threat, but someone else was. Still clutching him to her, Taymar turned to face her next opponent. 
 
   Through the trees, a mere shadow paused. Taymar didn’t need to see her, though. She knew this shadow. 
 
   The telepath’s dark hair draped her shoulders like the night itself, and her eerie white skin almost shone against the darkness. So did her weapon as she took aim. Instantly, Taymar dragged the hulking body in front of her so he could absorb the shots. Then, from behind the cover of her shield, Taymar teked the weapon from the woman’s grip, sending it flying into the forest. Shock screamed from the silhouette’s mind. Taymar reached around the limp giant and shot back. The woman ducked, but Taymar’s sweeping blast caught her across the chest. There was a pause. Like the man, the woman collapsed. 
 
   Dropping the giant man to the ground, Taymar turned once more toward the transtrem and bolted. Pain like a stream of fire stabbed into her leg. Bushes slapped her face as she reeled forward. Only by grabbing onto a branch did she manage to stay on her feet. She pulled herself up, grasping at the trunk, but her arms wouldn’t obey. 
 
   The third time, Taymar didn’t feel the burning of the laser, although she knew it had hit. She didn’t feel anything. Darkness, darker than the Daryan night flooded her mind. There was no holding it back. The trees faded into nothing. The sound of rushing water filled her ears and her voice was lost. The ground came rushing into her face, but before it could hit, the darkness consumed her. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7 – Waiting
 
    
 
   The journey back to consciousness felt like swimming in mud. Images slipped through Taymar’s mind, but before she could cling to any of them, they faded. An odor, oddly familiar, filled her nostrils. She focused on it. She knew that smell. What was it?
 
   Voices droned in the background as random thoughts slipped by at regular intervals. They blended together to create an annoying hum that only added to her throbbing head. But they were definitely voices.
 
   That smell again. Stale. Used. Sterile. Taymar struggled to hold onto one thought, any thought, but the dark sleep called her back. Something gritty stuck to the roof of her mouth. From swimming in mud, maybe. Or eating it. Why did she eat dirt? What was all the noise? Voices. Different voices. As she listened, they became more distinct. She knew the language. She had heard it before. With all her will, Taymar strained to listen and her effort was repaid by a renewed vigor to the thumping in her head. 
 
   Frustrated, she tried again. No sleeping. That smell. She knew it. Clean, but somehow still old. Not musty, just used. As if it had been used, cleaned, and then used again. Her heart pounded as she finally made the connection. Realization ripped away the lingering veil of unconsciousness, and she sucked in the scent of sterilized air. She was in a medical lab.
 
   Taymar forced her eyes open. A glaring blur of nothing hung before her. As shapes slowly came into focus through the blinding light, blurred splotches melted into vid panels and machines. Her guess had been right. She was in a lab, but not one on Drani. She tried to push herself off the bed, but restraining beams held her in place. The voices stopped. 
 
   With some effort, she managed to turn her head. The two people who had paused their conversation now watched her with matching expressions of concern. The man was short, shorter even than a Daryan, with oddly pointed facial features and muted yellow skin. She had never seen a creature like him before, but his partner she recognized right away. Taymar had no trouble matching the stranger’s dark silhouette with the one that had been masked behind the trees. The woman’s impossibly black hair created a cape behind her that was too much like the night sky that had sheltered her in the forest. Taymar felt the familiar pull of the woman’s mind, the same mind that had sought her out in the jungle. She locked onto that mind and glared into the black eyes of the telepath who had shot her on Daryus.
 
   If the woman was stupid enough to try mental contact again, then she deserved whatever happened to her. And this time, Taymar didn’t have to hide. She forced her way past the woman’s barriers and didn’t hold back. Driven by fear and vengeance, Taymar surged into the telepath’s mind with all of the raw mental energy she could gather. Hate fostered her fury, and she ripped through her opponent’s feeble attempts to defend herself with the mental version of fifty knives shredding at the woman’s fragile consciousness. The force of that attack was so vicious and unexpected that the black-eyed telepath’s head snapped back just before she dropped with a thump to the floor, her mind empty.
 
   “Ranealla!” the small man cried, running to the fallen woman’s side. But there wasn’t a thing he could do and Taymar knew it. 
 
   Without moving, Taymar invaded the empty space of the woman’s mind with practiced precision. One at a time, she began tangling the woman’s thoughts as they entered her head. With every frantic attempt to make sense of what had happened, Taymar twisted and turned until confusion was all that remained. The telepath tried to push against the barriers as Taymar formed them, but without the ability to think clearly, she was caught in a continuous dream not of her own making. And like the restraint beams that held Taymar to the bed, a knot of confusion trapped her opponent in her own mind. The black-eyed woman lay motionless on the floor.
 
   With the man’s frantic attention on the woman, Taymar concentrated her energy on the restraints. There was no point trying to break them. She knew that much already. They had to be deactivated, and that knowledge had to be in the pointy man’s head. 
 
   Taymar turned her mind to the man, but he was no longer stooped over the woman. To her dismay, she felt him searching the lab for an injector. His mind screamed out the fact that it was for her.
 
   Because of her restraints, Taymar could no longer see him. She could still feel him, though, so she waited. Her telekinesis required sight, and after a series of bangs and what sounded like a dropped tray, he obliged her need. Injector in hand, the pointy little man popped up just to her left and took aim at her arm. He never made it that far. Taymar wrapped her mind around the cylinder and pushed it toward the man’s leg. 
 
   His expression was sheer panic as he met Taymar’s eyes and grabbed his fist with his other hand. Even with both hands, he only managed to slow her progress as Taymar shoved the instrument forward. While she pushed against his straining efforts, she searched his mind for information on how to activate the device once she had it close enough to his skin. Her concentration was riveted on the injector. All of the normal places for a release button gave her nothing, and the man’s mind was a jumbled mess of desperation. He yelled something across the room, but she didn’t try to translate it. The cylinder jabbed into the man’s pasty skin. All she needed to do was find the activation button and release the drug. But how?
 
   He hopped backward, still struggling to pull the injector away from his leg. Taymar twisted her body in the restraints barely managing to keep him in her sights. But her focus was at its limit. Pinning the device against his leg and searching for the release at the same time had her thoughts stretched. Only the cold metal of another injector pressing against her neck made her realize someone new had joined the fray. 
 
   Taymar released the pointed man instantly and threw her efforts against the new threat, but it was too late. The icy fingers of the drug wormed through her system. Already feeling the pull of darkness, she glared into the face of her newest enemy. His short hair sprouted up in a curly orange halo around his head. He even had orange hair growing from the rough pink blur of his face. As the drug stole her world, the man’s eyes faded into darkness. They were the same clear green as the seawater that pooled in the rocks of Newete’s shores. The eyes that looked back from the haze were at once troubled and calm. Then, they disappeared.
 
   ###
 
   “Prime Tanku Targer,” Sean began, staring at the Drani head of state on his viewer. Sean made no effort to hide his irritation. “We have your lass.”
 
   The man’s mouth smiled, but his eyes never twitched. “Excellent. Is she all right?” 
 
   Sean sat back in his chair and laced his fingers together to keep them from making fists. “Well now, to the best of our knowledge, she’s fine. A bit stiff, maybe, but she’ll probably survive. My people, on the other hand, didn’t fare quite so well, now did they? My tactical officer is still recovering from three laser hits he took right to the belly and two more from a distance while your Arlele saw fit to use him as a shield. My personnel officer returned to us with a mild concussion. But now, after some sort of altercation with your runaway, Ranealla is in a bloody coma for no apparent reason. And your girl tried to give my doctor what for him would have been a lethal injection. While she was still under full restraints in medical. It seems there were a few details about this Arlele you neglected to mention, Mr. Targer.”
 
   The man’s beady brown eyes remained expressionless behind his drooping lids, but his fake smile, at least, had vanished. “You were warned, Captain McCauffer.”
 
   “No. The tiny bit of data you saw fit to send us said she was exceptionally smart. Exceptionally talented. In my world, that translates to smart and talented. Maybe with a fast and strong added in for good measure. It certainly doesn’t equate to she can do anything humanly possible and several things that aren’t, now does it?”
 
   The Tanku raised his brow. A new fold appeared on his forehead. “Saying she can exceed human standards isn’t exactly making your point, Mr. McCauffer, but she does have limitations.”
 
   Sean leaned into the viewer, but the Drani head of state didn’t pause long enough to allow comment. “I understand you recently acquired a new crew member who is Asheerian,” he continued, his tone hinting at boredom. “Consult her. I am certain she can explain those limitations to you.”
 
   “I wish I could, Tanku Targer, but as I just explained, my ship’s telepath is lying in my medbay, completely unconscious for reasons we cannot explain. I am quite certain she has all the answers. Probably an untapped trove of information. But since she is not up to sharing at the moment, how about if you fill in for her? Or if I am keeping you from more exciting work, perhaps you could transfer me to someone who can actually help before your runaway tears my ship apart.”
 
   The Tanku’s expression suddenly switched from boredom to legitimate concern. “The Asheerian is the one who is unconscious? The telepath?”
 
   “I believe we’ve covered this ground. Yes.” 
 
   “When she was attacked…knocked unconscious, what happened exactly?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Sean snapped. “That is why I am talking to you! Your Arlele woke up in the medbay. She took one look at Ranealla, and without moving a bleedin’ finger, dropped her to the floor. Ranealla has been unconscious since. Her brain activity is normal—a little more active than normal, apparently—but she’s not waking up.” Sean noted the Tanku’s flash of fear and pressed on. “I’m wanting some answers. I want to know what this woman can and can’t do and how to contain her. I also want to know how to help my personnel officer. And while we are at it, how about telling me exactly why I was sent to track your missing person across space in the first place?”
 
   Targer didn’t quite manage to hide the crack in his voice when he finally responded. “Nevvis is already on his way to your ship. I expect him to arrive anytime. Just continue to hold your current position. I had intended to have him on the ship before you acquired Taymar, but his arrival was delayed. We had trouble obtaining secure transport. I cannot help your telepath from here. I am sure she will be fine. Nevvis can resolve the situation once he arrives. In the interim, you need to confine Taymar. What type of containment field does the Alliance use?”
 
   Sean wanted answers, not questions, and Targer was already assuming his pasted-on expressionless expression. “A standard tribidian spread. What exactly happened to Ranealla? I know you recognize the symptoms. You’ve seen this before, haven’t you?”
 
   “The explanation will be beyond your ability to understand. Can you mix a dinisolate ratio of four to one into your field?”
 
   “Yes. But try me on your explanation. We lowly non-telepathic types can grasp amazing amounts of information just by using our wee little ears.”
 
   A deafening silence filled the screen. Sean wasn’t sure Targer would answer. Maybe he had pushed the Dran too far. He seemed to have a knack for doing that.
 
   Finally, Targer opened his mouth to respond. Nothing came out. Something offscreen caught the Dran’s attention. He gave a silent instruction, then turned back to Sean, impatience etched on his face. “Captain McCauffer, Nevvis will be able to answer your questions when he arrives. Please, just hold your position, put Taymar in a confinement cell, and mix the field ratios as I have directed. She will be secure until Nevvis takes over.” The Tanku reached forward to end the transmission.
 
   “Wait just a bloody damned minute!”
 
   The Dran paused.
 
   “What’s stopping her from telepathically turning off the confinement field?”
 
   Targer sighed, visibly disgusted. “Captain, first of all, telepathy is a form of mental communication. A person cannot communicate mentally with a machine. There must be a mind on both sides of that process, which explains why communication with some people can be impossible. I believe telekinesis is the word you are looking for. The reason she cannot use telekinesis to turn off the field is that she doesn’t know how. Even if she does, psychic energy cannot travel through a dinisolate field.”
 
   The man’s arrogance crawled under Sean’s skin and twisted in his gut. He felt his face flush red, but before he could respond, the Tanku gave a curt dismissal and was gone.
 
   “Thank the creator that was on a holo and not in person,” Sean grumbled. “I’d like to throttle him. I’d like to bloody well wipe that condescending sliver-eyed sneer off his bleedin’ face. With my bleedin’ boot.” He waved off his own viewer, then pushed himself back from his desk and jerked to his feet. Diplomacy was one thing, but Targer went far beyond that! Sean paced the wall behind his desk. And what had he gained? A containment field recipe? At least it was something.
 
   Still seething, Sean paused in front of the viewer and made an inner-ship call to Lieutenant Commander Jalla Savenat in the power-bay without the benefit of full holo vid. No point in broadcasting his irritation, and there was no hiding his red complexion when he was mad.
 
   “Yes, sir,” came her curt military reply. She was a woman who did everything in exact accordance with regulations, and she did it with such enthusiasm at times, it was annoying.
 
   “Jalla, I need you to add dinisolate to the cell B containment field at a ratio of four to one.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Jalla returned. “I will take care of that right now.”
 
   “No, wait,” Sean added before Jalla could terminate the call. “I’m t’inking to play this safe. Drop a second containment field around the entire brig with the same ratios.”
 
   “I’ll take care of it,” Jalla assured him again.
 
   Sean smiled. He had no doubt she would. He glanced back at the dark viewer. The memory of Targer’s squinty eyes stared back at him. The man was hiding something. More was at stake here than the Tanku was telling him, and Sean wanted to know what. Targer may not be talking, but someone else just might. It was time to visit the cargo he held secured, he hoped, in a containment cell.
 
   ###
 
   Half expecting to find her still drugged, Sean paused in front of the containment field and took a hard look at his very much awake detainee. Refraction from the dinisolate mix caused a slight ripple in the normally transparent barrier, but he could still see Taymar clearly enough. She sat on the bench directly across from him, with her back against the far wall and her knees pulled tightly against her chest. The odd leather-colored band that covered half her left forearm swirled in creams and reds where it pressed against her knees, but her complete disregard for the thing suggested the swirling was normal. Based on the reports from his two top engineers, the band was a technological wonder with no seams, no circuits, and no power source. Its purpose was anybody’s guess.
 
   Perched on the bench with the stillness of a predator, she tracked his every move with cold gray eyes that reminded him of the storms from his Irish childhood—beautiful and dangerous. The longer he watched, the more like a wild animal she seemed. 
 
   Her skin was beige. Chocolate brown spots the size of his thumbnail started behind her ears and ran down both sides of her neck in a long diamond pattern, eventually disappearing into her torn shirt. Although he couldn’t see them at the moment, he knew from the medbay that she had a similar pattern on her inner wrists and ankles. They were an exact match of her hair, which was a tangled mess of twigs and leaves. Errant clumps broke loose from the band that held them, and hung in defiance across her face. She didn’t move them aside. She didn’t move at all. She just sat and watched him, her lean muscles tensed as if ready to pounce, her eyes piercing his soul.
 
   Before he reached over and enabled the audio, Sean decided one thing for certain. If the Dran were built like Targer and the Arleles were built like Taymar, he would take the Arleles any day.
 
   Sean tapped the panel engaging the audio, and waited for a reaction. Nothing. “Good morning,” he said finally. “I am Captain Sean McCauffer. You’re on the Alliance starship Regal, and I’m afraid, for the moment at least, you’re here as a prisoner.”
 
   Still nothing. Not even a shift in her breathing. He continued. “I’d like to thank you on behalf of the Alliance for sending us that Shreet destroyer. I’m to understand that was quite the feat on your part.”
 
   Cocking her head, Taymar gave Sean a scrutinizing stare. “Does the Alliance usually shoot people to show their appreciation?” Her voice sounded slightly hoarse, probably from dehydration, and she had a mild accent, but nothing distracting.
 
   “Do Arlele residents of Drani typically try killing the people who come asking them questions?” he returned, mirroring her sarcastic innocence. 
 
   Taymar rolled her eyes—the universal language for disgust—and cleared her throat. “We are on our way back to Drani, I assume?”
 
   Sean shook his head. “No.”
 
   “Then where are we going?” 
 
   Before Sean could answer, the door across the room slid open and Lieutenant Darnealiate Lats walked into the retaining room, lugging a bag stuffed with medical equipment. The man was so short, chest high if he stood on his toes, that the bag barely cleared the floor. His expression of concentration didn’t help his cause, and as usual, Sean saw the doctor as a bloody leprechaun sans the green skin. Dar’s pointed chin, pointed nose, and disproportionately large head made it impossible to take him seriously. All he needed was a pipe and a beard. Sean looked away, thankful the Karn wasn’t also a telepath.
 
   “Morning, Captain,” said the doctor, stopping next to Sean. “I was coming to check on my somewhat unenthusiastic patient. I just left the other two casualties of this adventure.”
 
   “And how are they?”
 
   “Well, Kellin is coming along. He took several shots that would have been lethal for you or me. He’s so mean, though. I’ll have to send him to his quarters tonight just to protect my medbay.” 
 
   Dar’s playful grin countered his words and Sean nodded his understanding. Lieutenant Kellin Sacondore was anything but agreeable when he wasn’t immersed in his work. His passion made him an impeccable tactical officer, despite his questionable loyalties. “What about Ranealla?” He watched the doctor’s grin fade. 
 
   “The same. I don’t know what’s happening there. According to every test I have, she should be fine, but she’s still unconscious with no signs of coming out of it.”
 
   Both men looked to Taymar. She had managed to turn so her legs dangled off the bench, but her pinched expression betrayed how much effort that small movement had taken. As she sat rotating her ankles, even her white-knuckled grip on the edge of the bench didn’t stop the shivering. 
 
   “Can you help us out here?” Sean asked, unsure if he should be angry at the young woman or feel bad for her.
 
   “I probably could help you with whatever you want, if you let me out.”
 
   “What did you do to Ranealla?”
 
   “Is she the telepath?”
 
   Sean nodded, but when Taymar didn’t look up from flexing her ankles, he said, “Yes.”
 
   One fraction at a time, Taymar crawled off the bench, grunting when her feet took her full weight. “She’s fine.”
 
   Stepping closer to the containment field, Sean waited until Taymar looked up. “She’s not bloody well fine. You’ve done something to her. Robbed her of her freedom. It may be that you’re killing her. As long as she’s in that bed, subject to whatever you did, she’s not fine then, is she?”
 
   Taymar raised her eyebrow in mock surprise. “Oh, really.” With obvious effort, she took two hard-earned steps toward the captain and paused just on the other side of the field. “So, she’s not fine because she lost her freedom? Thank you for explaining that, Mr. Captain Sean McCauffer of the starship Regal, who stole me away from my home and locked me in here because I…oh, wait. You don’t actually have a reason, do you? Maybe that whole freedom thing only applies to the Alliance people?” She locked her hands behind her back. “I guess that means your telepath is as fine as I am.”
 
   For a moment, Sean said nothing. He only watched her, standing boldly before him, pale from the movement and trembling from cold. Finally, in a more compassionate tone, he said, “Your point is taken.” Then he turned to Dar. “Why’s she so cold? It’s not the room climate.” 
 
   “It’s the drug. I’m not complaining, but you gave her an overdose this morning. That’s why I came to check on her. I kept her in the medbay as long as I dared, but she still has too much of the sedative in her system.”
 
   “Are you telling me then that there’s no counter drug you can give her?”
 
   “There is, but who knows how it will react for her. We know almost nothing about either the Dran or the Arleles. I hate to give her anything unless I have to.”
 
   Sean nodded. “Taymar, the doctor…”
 
   “I’ll make a trade,” Taymar said, still standing stone still. 
 
   “I don’t usually make trades,” Sean answered, a little surprised by her offer, but not uninterested.
 
   “It’s not as if I’m asking for a shuttle ship,” she snapped. “I will let your telepath go in exchange for a cup of Daryan larwic tea.”
 
   Sean said nothing; he simply waited for the catch he knew was coming. He didn’t have to wait long. 
 
   Taymar finally shifted her weight to one leg and jutted her jaw in his direction. “Out there. I promise to be a good little captive and not try to get away. All I want is some tea…and a waste room,” she added with a pained expression.
 
   Sean rubbed his beard and eyed the Arlele with renewed interest. Whatever she was up to, it wasn’t a cup of tea, but whatever it was, he couldn’t guess. She had to know he wasn’t going to just let her walk out of the brig. So what could she gain? “Will you let Dr. Lats examine you?” he asked, nodding toward the doctor.
 
   Her answer was clear before she spoke a word. She turned her chilly gaze on Lieutenant Lats. Her brow furled. Her lip curled, and when she spoke, her voice, though still dry and scratchy, dripped with contempt. “I don’t exactly like doctors, Captain Sean. Especially ones who lock me down on tables.”
 
   “Taymar, you were given an overdose of that drug. That’s why you’re so cold. Dr. Lats here needs to do a wee scan. Just to be sure your body’s managing the overdose. We can do it by force if it comes to it, but I’d rather be getting your cooperation.”
 
   Folding her arms, Taymar slowly peeled her attention away from the doctor, to his visible relief, and turned back to Sean. “I’ve heard that before. Are you sure you’re not a Dran behind those green eyes? The answer to your question is no.”
 
   “Well, that’s the deal, then, isn’t it? You let the doctor here examine you, and if he clears you, I’ll get you your tea...out here. It’s all or nothing.”
 
   She shrugged. “Your choice. I can’t release your pet telepath from in here even if I wanted to, so you will have to let me out sometime. The longer you delay, the longer she stays just like she is.”
 
   “Since you can’t release her from in there, I’ll assume you can’t be hurting her, either. You don’t make the rules, here, Taymar. I do.”
 
   When Taymar finally spoke, her tone was low and quiet with an edge that made him shiver. “I have lived my life being told what to do, where to go, how to live. The last few months I have been in a place where I made my own rules, my own choices. I like it that way. I will not stand quietly aside while you or anyone else tries to take that from me. 
 
   “You think I can’t hurt anyone from in here? Go ahead and keep thinking that. Enjoy that thought. But know this; I will do whatever it takes to be free again.” She stepped so close to the field he thought for sure it would spark from her contact, but it didn’t. Only the slight distortion assured him it was still active. “Whatever it takes,” she added, and then turned her hostility back to Dar. “One more thing, Captain Sean,” she added, her tone still deadly. “Before you send your keel in here to examine me, you need to ask yourself one question. Who will tend to him?” With that said, she turned and walked slowly back to the bench.
 
   “Your choice,” returned Sean, trying for casual. He signaled for Dar to follow him out, but paused just before the exit. “Taymar,” he said, turning back to her. “I’m not going to pretend to understand your position, because I don’t. I can’t say I wouldn’t have done exactly what you did were I wearing your shoes. But what you should know is this: Right now, my crew is my first concern. What you do to them from this point on will either make your stay here much better, or it’ll make it much worse.” He studied her for any sign that his words had struck a chord, but she stood unmoving with her back to him. “I make a better friend than enemy.”
 
   She still didn’t move, but he was sure she had heard. He swiped open the door. “If you look to your right, you’ll see a number of panels on the wall. Rub your finger across the rough triangle and each will open. One of the panels contains a disposal chamber, or waste room, as you called it.” He then turned to the panel by the door and disabled the audio. After Dar ordered two blankets to be sent to her cell and water after another hour, both men left the room.
 
   The door had barely closed behind them when Dar turned to the captain, eyebrows raised. “Now, Captain, far be it from me to tell you how to run your ship,” he began in the tone he used when he was about to tell Sean how he should run his ship. “But what were you thinking almost agreeing to let her out? I don’t wonder why Targer said to keep that evil little creature locked up. She’s dangerous…maybe even deadly.”
 
   Sean smiled down at his young doctor. The man was destined for command, if someone didn’t kill him first. Like all Karn, Dar was small, but what he lacked in height, he compensated for with a big mouth. That combined with his tendency to let things fly out of it that probably shouldn’t have usually placed him at the center of catastrophe. “No, Dar, something’s a bit sideways about this whole thing.”
 
   “Like what?” Dar thumbed in the direction of the retaining room. “That one there is out of control.”
 
   Sean shook his head. “If she’s as capable as they say, and I believe she is, then why haven’t they used her to help with the war? Can you just imagine what she could do in the right circumstances? Read minds to get into the right circles, and then use her tele-whatever to sabotage the Shreet? With the right information, I’m t’inking she could implode this ship with a thought. Imagine what she could do on that Shreet station, will you? That’s assuming her abilities run that way. So then, why haven’t they used it to their advantage?”
 
   “They don’t have the technology?”
 
   “They have the technology, believe me. What they don’t have is a willing partner.”
 
   “Well, there is your problem.” Dar jabbed his finger toward the locked gray door. “She strikes me as the type who wouldn’t cooperate with dinner.” 
 
   “Exactly. If this arrangement on Drani is symbiotic like they claim, then the two species should be dependent on each other, now shouldn’t they? They should have similar goals and cooperate to achieve those goals. Is there anyt’ing about that lass that strikes you as being dependent or cooperative?”
 
   As Dar worked through all of the implications behind Sean’s question, he nodded, shifted his equipment into his other hand, and reached out to swipe the deck-shuttle panel. “Still,” he added as he waited. “I wouldn’t be so quick to trust her.”
 
   “Oh, I’m not. The entire brig is enveloped in a dinisolate field. The risk was negligible.”
 
   “Not to you. What’s stopping her from ripping your throat out?”
 
   Sean shrugged. The light on the panel blinked. “Call it intuition. I’m not t’inking she runs that way.” The door slid open and the doctor followed him into the small cubicle. “Deck four. Exactly what is it that you’d be needing to do to her?”
 
   “Deck two. If her core temp doesn’t come up in a hurry, I will have to contact Drani.”
 
   “We can’t do that.” Sean turned to stare at the light panel. He shouldn’t have contacted Drani either, but what had been his other option? Keep her sedated? “Not unless we absolutely have to. We don’t want any chatter going on about Arleles that might lead someone to us. Medical information will be far too specific.”
 
   The shuttle shifted almost imperceptibly, and the ever polite male voice of the ship computer announced their arrival on deck two. Once the door slid open, Dar stood in the opening to prevent its closure. “Well, first we see if her temp comes up. If it doesn’t, I have a few things I can try without drugs.”
 
   “All right. If you need to get in there, let me know. We’ll figure something out.”
 
   Dar tipped his head to the side. “It’s not the getting in that worries me, it’s the getting out. Didn’t you say someone was coming to help?”
 
   “Yes, but I don’t know how long before he gets here. Until then, we’re on our own.”
 
   With a sarcastic snort, Dar stepped back out of the opening. “How unusual,” he said, just before the door slid closed.
 
   Sean had to smile. He knew just how the man felt.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8 – Holding
 
    
 
   Taymar watched the door slide closed on the green-eyed man and his little doctor. This Captain Sean of the starship Whatever wasn’t the mindless larna she expected. Neither was the doctor, but for different reasons. She had seen her share of odd-looking people on Daryus, but the pointy doctor had to be one of the strangest. What she needed was her telepathy to figure out this captain’s game, but the dinisolate field took care of that.
 
   She surveyed the tiny room. It was set up exactly like every other cell she had ever been in. Stark. White. Glaring lights. A bench sticking out from the wall opposite the opening, making sure she had no place to hide. The front wall of the cell was wide open and mocking. Only the energy field blocked her path. Unfortunately, it was enough. She wasn’t going anywhere. To her right were the panels Captain Sean had spoken of, and she wasted no time in finding the right one. Lack of privacy wasn’t even a consideration.
 
   When she finished with the waste disposer, Taymar grabbed one of the blankets from the tiny shelf and pulled it tight around her shoulders. Her jaw cramped from trying to silence her chattering teeth. When she eased herself onto the floor next to the hateful bench, every muscle complained. The combination of ache and cold took her back to another dark time on Drani when she got the first taste of her possible future—a time she had tried so often to forget.
 
   It happened nearly five years ago, before Nevvis. Before all of it. She made the mistake that was still trying to destroy her. Arleles rarely needed a reason to revolt. When so many of them were crammed into the communal living space where she lived, they didn’t even need a reason, just an excuse. The day had been too hot and too long, and too many people had pushed her too far. When the thick-skulled miner refused to step aside in the hallway, she’d had enough. 
 
   He’d thought she was one of the weakling telepaths, and to be fair, that’s what everyone thought. So, he stood his ground and taunted her until, with the help of her teke, she moved him herself. That was the excuse they needed. The unit erupted in a sea of violence. Kars and keepers tremmed in from all over the city, but not before blood splattered the walls and bodies littered the floor.
 
   None of the deaths had been at her hand, but the fact was, she had hit the trigger. And she had used her teke to do it. To her thinking, they were going to term her. She had no other choice. Taymar ran. She made it as far as the boundary fence with the combined help of her telepathy and her telekinesis. That’s where the kars caught her. But worse than that, they knew about her dual abilities.
 
   Before the sun could set on that day, she stood in a courtroom awaiting sentencing. The cavernous room seemed to swallow her. She was a dot inside its gaping belly. But the pressure the Dran kars forced on her mind was suffocating.
 
   Taymar expected a pronouncement of death. Someone had died, therefore so must she. That’s how it worked. She even looked for the chalki who would induce the killing pain. But there was an established protocol for a terming, and as she knelt before the thirteen Council members, she realized with sudden dread that they weren’t following it. 
 
   Her heart stopped. The faces of the Dran before her swirled as she struggled to suck in a breath. If they weren’t going to sentence her to death, it could only mean sakuritu. She would never survive that. A death sentence was her only hope. She searched the room for a way to push them into killing her. Anything. The weight of the kars’ minds held her in place, though. Her telekinesis was useless. Something else, then. But what? Anything!
 
   Then, like a whisper in her screaming mind, the Dran Councilwoman pronounced her sentence. Three days in Holding. Relief rushed in like a cold wind. She laughed. A wild, hysterical laugh that sounded crazy even to her. The fact that laughing at any Council member was stupid wasn’t even a question. It didn’t matter. She couldn’t stop. Whatever Holding was, it couldn’t be as bad as sakuritu, and she was ecstatic. Her elation was short-lived. 
 
   Directly from the courtroom, she was transported to a windowless building with rows of doors and a somber-faced kar around every corner. The lighting was dim, as if the lifeless gray walls were driving it away. But the room they led her to was devoid of even that.
 
   In the center of that ice-cold room, Taymar’s arms were pulled behind her and secured to a vertical pole. She couldn’t pull her arms forward at all, but she did have a tiny bit of slack. Enough give to kneel, but not sit. To rise, but not stand. Through the entire process, she refused to speak or acknowledge that the Dran even existed. Hate pulsed through her veins. Murder radiated from her mind.
 
   Without a single word, the kars searched her once more and left, pulling the door closed behind them. Taymar stared out into total darkness.
 
   Time meandered along, looping and turning until it had no meaning. She counted breaths and played games to distract herself from the cold and ache, but soon even that was lost. Sometime later, a kar entered the room. He brought with him the dim light from the hall and a container of water. She guessed her first day in Holding had passed.
 
   Taymar could barely see past the red of her rage. The kar had not even stepped fully into the cell when she focused on the water bottle he carried and sent it exploding into the air, freezing the falling water into shards of ice meant for his throat had he not activated his protection field. She would live to regret that outburst for the rest of her life. Not only had it added a day to her sentence, but more importantly, she had revealed the level of her previously hidden telekinetic ability.
 
   When the second day finally arrived, her desperation almost got the better of her. The door slid open and the light blazed in from the hall, blinding her. As she squeezed her eyes shut against the assault, a voice from just inside the door asked, “I have your water, Taymar. What do you plan to do with it today?”
 
   She would have spit on him if she could have gathered up any saliva. Instead, letting her fear and rage make her decisions as she always did, she croaked back in a rough, cracked voice, “Come over here and find out, skall!” Her reference to the putrid insect was the worst insult her foggy brain could manage.
 
   The kar didn’t approach. He only said, “Think, Taymar. Think,” before leaving her alone once again in the freezing darkness to do nothing but think about the pain in her legs and back. To do nothing but wait for a Dran kar.
 
   It seemed like a full week had passed before the door finally opened again. Her entire body was cramping from the constant shivering. Her legs and back screamed out with the slightest movement. Getting even a little comfortable had become impossible. If she leaned against the pole, her back spasmed in protest. If she leaned away from the pole, putting her weight on her arms, they would burn and shake. And no matter what she did, her legs begged to stretch. 
 
   When the blinding light flooded into the room for the third time, there was no fight left in her. Desperation had long since won that war. She was ready.
 
   “Do you want water?” the same voice asked. 
 
   She couldn’t see him through the burning light, but she knew him like an old friend by the soft sound of his voice. Had she wanted to say something snide, she couldn’t have. Speech was no longer an option. Instead, she just nodded.
 
   The kar came closer, stepping out of the lighted hallway. He wore a mask over his nose and mouth. Since she had been immersed in it, she hadn’t noticed or even considered the stench of her own waste. She had been careful at first to relieve herself on one side of the pole and kneel on the other, but in the darkness she couldn’t stay oriented for long. Her knees were wet; that she knew. With what, though? For the first time in her life, Taymar was embarrassed before a kar.
 
   “Rakki,” he ordered in that quiet, calm voice. 
 
   Taymar obeyed, and as her knees hit the floor, she couldn’t swallow the grunt that scratched out in response to the pain. The kar placed his hand under her chin and lifted her head. Holding the bottle against her lips, he squeezed the water into her mouth. 
 
   More than anything, Taymar wanted to drain the container. She couldn’t. Her throat was too dry, too swollen. In fact, to her dismay, she barely managed to swallow. But the kar was patient. He gave her a little at a time and waited. All too soon, he announced that she had been given all she was allowed, and he left. The door closed again, taking the light with it. And her hope.
 
   When the door finally opened for the fourth time, Taymar couldn’t move. After several tries, she managed to crack one eyelid, but the burning light stabbed into her brain, and she closed it again. The kar’s voice droned in the background, but his words muffled into short periods of silence and then started up again without warning. He wanted something, but she had no idea what it was.
 
   Long ago, all feeling in her legs and arms had vanished. They were someone else’s appendages attached to her body. She wondered if she would ever feel them again, but that thought disappeared when a hissing sound filled the room.
 
   Once again, she focused on her surroundings and forced her eyes open just as warm water splashed up her leg. It felt…it felt like something, and that was more than she had expected. With practiced methodology, the kar sprayed the soiled floor, washing the excrement into a drain in the corner.
 
   Little by little, her eye adjusted to the light. The kar returned with a blanket, dropped it on the floor, and unclipped his laser key from his belt. He was young for a kar. Her age. But as he crossed the room, he held himself with a little too much confidence, so maybe closer to thirty. His hair was the color of dried grass, but not half as tidy. It defied his obvious attempt at neatness and grew every direction but flat. But his eyes were what caught her attention when he stepped up to her, laser key in hand. They were the soft gold of a sunrise. 
 
   When he stepped around behind her, she had less than a heartbeat to panic. Her heart thumped against her chest as she tried to imagine what could possibly come next, but before any horrifying thoughts could fully form, he fired at her armband and released her from the pole. What came next was not an improvement.
 
   As the restraint dissolved, so did the tension. But it was replaced by severe cramps. She wanted to sink to the floor and throw her arms out in front of her, as she had thought about doing for four days, but they wouldn’t move. And when she tried to sit down on her feet, her knees screamed out a similar protest. She wobbled for a moment and then proceeded to fall face-first toward the hard floor. The kar caught her. 
 
   Without comment, he held her upright and eased her down to a sitting position. While she sat trembling on the wet floor of the freezing room trying to coax her arms forward, the kar squatted down in front of her and began unbuttoning her shirt.
 
   “What are you doing?” Taymar whispered. She had been going for a shout, but her throat didn’t cooperate. As she said it, though, she wondered what she could possibly do about it if she didn’t like the answer.
 
   The kar smiled. “I’m taking off your clothes. Believe me. You won’t be wanting them. Can you remove your own pants?” he asked as he unhooked the last button and peeled off her soiled shirt.
 
   After considering for a moment how much dignity she would have left after watching someone pull off her putrid pants, she decided she was to the task. Before she could answer, the kar laughed and left the room. In painstaking micro-movements she managed to coax her unwilling arms forward and, with the help of her telekinesis, remove the rest of her offending clothes. She scooted back along the wet floor until her back hit the pole, and pulled her knees up to her chest. If there had ever been a time in her life when she had felt more vulnerable, she couldn’t remember it.
 
   The kar returned, dropped something else by the door, picked up the blanket, and crossed back to her. She reached up for the blanket, but instead of handing it over, he hooked her outstretched arm over his neck and pulled her to her feet. A sad croaking sound burst forth where her scream of pain should have been as her legs straightened for the first time in four days. A wave of nausea quickly followed.
 
   I’m going to vomit. She swallowed the nausea back down. That’ll be interesting, considering I haven’t eaten in forever. Nooo. Being in Holding didn’t bother the great Taymar. She tried to puke up her lungs, but it didn’t bother her. She snatched the corner of the blanket as the kar wrapped it around her and pulled it tight. Gods, I’m pathetic.
 
   “Don’t do that,” laughed the kar. “You look bad enough already.”
 
   Taymar glanced at him in surprise. “Don’t what?”
 
   “Don’t throw up.” 
 
   She stared at him in confusion. Was she losing it completely? Had she spoken?
 
   He laughed and pulled the blanket tighter around her. “Your mind is open, Taymar. Your shield is down. I can hear your every thought as if you were sending them to me. At least I understand you better now.”
 
   “Glad one of us does,” she managed.
 
   “You ready?” 
 
   Taking two deep breaths, Taymar braced herself for the journey and nodded.
 
   From the cell, he took her to a washroom where steam jets finished thawing her frozen blood. She’d have stood there forever, letting the jets of delicious warmth massage her sore muscles, but the washroom timed out. When she opened the door, the kar stood waiting with a small towel and a pile of clothes. He didn’t turn away as she pulled on the loose drawstring pants and matching short-sleeve shirt. 
 
   Together, they left the Reteaching Hall and tremmed across Central Newete to the main medical compound that was to become her new home. After walking almost more then she could stand, they arrived at a sealed door within the massive medcom facility. The kar swiped the door and then moved behind her. The door opened to a cavernous barren room, except for a large transparent chamber situated against the back corner. Her heart froze as she took her first look at the personal prison the Dran had built in four days. She had a sleeping room, an exercise room, an entertainment/eating area, and a waste room. With the exception of the last, the entire thing was constructed of see-through dinisolate-coated walls. 
 
   The kar escorted her into her new cell and helped her sit on the small bed built into one of the walls. “Here,” he said, offering her a glass of brownish liquid he had taken from the converter. “You have to drink two of these before I can leave. Then you can sleep.”
 
   As she looked around the room, she sucked down the first one without giving it much thought, her brain struggling to make sense of what she was seeing. They would be watching every single thing she did forever. She had imagined that it would be bad, but not this bad.
 
   A hand took her empty glass and replaced it with a new one. “Drink.”
 
   Taymar looked down at the new glass and then to the hand that had put it there. Finally, she stared over at the kar standing so calmly by the bed. “What’s your name?” 
 
   “Kar,” he returned, smiling.
 
   She managed a weak nod and took a drink. “There are an awful lot of you people with the same name.”
 
   He pointed to the glass. “Drink.” But he was still smiling. 
 
   As she finished the second glass, Taymar watched him watching her and decided that this was one Dran who was okay. She was already drifting off to sleep by the time he left, but before he swiped the door behind him, Taymar stopped him. <Thank you,> she sent.
 
   He said nothing. Only a quick wink told her he had heard. That was to be the first of many times that Jalkean was there to hear her thoughts as she fell asleep. He was as close to a friend as she had ever had in a Drani, but he was always a kar first. 
 
   Taymar had had enough of the kars and the confinement cells and the tests. Her words to Sean were no threat. Whatever it took, she was not going back to Drani. She pulled the blanket tighter. Whatever it took.
 
   ###
 
   The door slid open before Urvo reached for the sensor. Still, he waited for the brae’s official invitation before stepping into the commander’s private chambers. Yittbrae stood at the far end of the room with his back toward the door. Three different viewer spreads had been thrown to the wall at his right, but the brae watched none of them. From where Urvo stood, the brae appeared to be staring at a blank wall. “Sir. We received a drop from the Regal.”
 
   Yitt turned. His expression morphed into his legendary mask of calm resolve, but not before Urvo caught a glimpse of genuine worry. The brae raised a brow in response to Urvo’s silence.
 
   “The dual-talent is aboard the Regal.”
 
   “Hmm. Can you communicate with our source on that ship?”
 
   “Not at this time, sir. The drop we received was scrambled almost beyond recovery. There was more to the message, but our techs haven’t pieced it together yet. The best they have right now is that someone is coming, but they can’t pull out more than that.”
 
   “Coming where?” demanded the brae, heat in his tone.
 
   Urvo caught himself an instant before taking a step back. That he had flashed white was undeniable. “I don’t know, sir. They are working on the message now.”
 
   Yittbrae continued staring at Urvo until the younger man had to look away. “We were not granted replacement forces, UrvoDii,” the brae said, stepping away from the wall. “In fact, the Root seemed…distracted by my report. Almost as if they know things they shouldn’t. Any thoughts on that?”
 
   “No, sir. You see every report that I send to the home world and everything they send back.”
 
   The brae drew a long, slow breath before turning to the wall covered in viewer grids. “We play the spy game well, Urvo. Only a fool would think we play it alone.”
 
   Urvo remained silent. After a painful pause, the brae looked over his shoulder at the dii. “I want you to find out what the Root knows. About our efforts to secure this side for their alleged expansion, and about the instability of the flux.”
 
   “I don’t know how I can do that without giving ourselves away, sir.”
 
   Yittbrae turned to fully face Urvo. “Find a way. It’s time for me to meet our guest.”
 
   “Yes, sir. Are you…uh, sure you want to be in the same room with him? According to our records, his telepathy is impressive.”
 
   “So am I. Have him brought to my conference room. Notify me when he is there.”
 
   Urvo offered a slight bow. “Yes, sir. Will there be anything else?”
 
   After a beat, the brae shook his head. “No. Just find out if the Root knows what we are really doing over here. But mostly, if they are aware of the problems with the flux.”
 
   “I will, sir,” Urvo said, trying not to appear too eager as he stepped from the room.
 
   ###
 
   Sean stared at his office viewer without seeing it. A knock at the door brought him reeling back to reality. “Enter,” he called.
 
   Kellin ducked through the doorway. “Good afternoon, sir.” 
 
   “Ah. Lieutenant. I wasn’t expecting to see you so soon.” Sean was lying, of course, but how could he resist? Even so, Kellin must have been putting poor Dar through it in order to be released this early. “How are you feeling, then?” He waved his hand toward an empty chair. To even acknowledge that Kellin could be anything less than superb was breaking the unwritten rule of silence regarding Kellin’s health. But rank had its privileges. “Please. Sit.”
 
   Lieutenant Sacondore’s hairy jaw began to twitch. He was a huge man of the Branite people, and not just a little intimidating. Fine gray hair covered his entire body, but it lay so close to his skin a person had to be standing very close to see it. People didn’t often get that close. If his massive size wasn’t deterrent enough, his long, pointed teeth were. When he clenched his jaw in response to Sean’s barb, the tips of his top teeth poked out against his bottom lip. Unnerving, to say the least.
 
   Kellin remained standing, as formal as ever, near the door. “I am fine, sir.” His mouth barely moved as he forced the words out through gritted teeth. 
 
   “Have you been enjoying your vacation? A bit of that rest you’ve been wanting?” Sean wondered if he had pushed Kellin too far when the man took several deep breaths before answering.
 
   “I am ready to return to duty, sir.”
 
   Sean grinned and stretched his feet out in front of him. “You are an amazing lad, Mr. Sacondore. Who else could survive that many hits and be returning to work in less than a day?”
 
   “Actually, sir, I understand that the Arlele we retrieved from Daryus took her share of hits and is doing well. I would counsel you not to put too much trust in her.”
 
   “Well now, are you telling me that people who survive percussion hits are untrustworthy?” Sean made sure his smile remained frozen in place, but he watched his officer with intense interest as he continued. “If so, that puts you in a bad spot, now doesn’t it, Lieutenant?”
 
   The tension in the room pulsed like a living thing. Kellin’s expression remained neutral. “No, sir. I am saying that there are too many coincidences surrounding this entire encounter with Drani. I suspect there is more involved than you are being made aware.”
 
   Part of him didn’t like where the conversation was heading, but another part wanted to know just how Kellin would play it. Sean’s gambling side won. “What exactly is it that’s bothering you? It isn’t that a tiny lass like Taymar got the best of you, is it?”
 
   Only a tiny twitch of his lips gave away that Sean’s jab had registered. “She taught me a valuable lesson. I am in her debt. I am bothered by the fact that Drani has so easily placed her people on your ship. The Regal plays an important role in this war. We should not be so easily infiltrated.”
 
   The temptation was too great. Sean pressed forward. “Are you t’inking Taymar is a spy? That we shouldn’t be letting a spy get on the ship so easily? Spies are everywhere, Kellin. Sometimes they’re right in front of us and we don’t even know it, now do we? I appreciate your concern, but I don’t see where Taymar, spy or not, is a threat in a confinement cell. It’s the spies who pretend to be friends who are the real threat, don’t you agree?”
 
   If the room hadn’t been charged with tension before, it was now. “The Arlele is in a cell right now, but she will not be for long. Also, I understand from Lieutenant Lats that a Dran will be coming aboard soon. Will he have full access to the ship?”
 
   Sean nodded. “Your point is well made. And truth be told, I’ve been suspicious of the coincidences myself. All we can do is watch. In every direction, we must watch.”
 
   “I will notify my people of your intent,” Kellin said, still posed in formal address, hands behind his back, the door cowering behind him. “What exactly are we supposed to do with the Arlele now that we have her?”
 
   And there it was. The lead-in Sean had known was coming. Kellin was good. He had moved into that with such ease that Sean had to work to mask his expression. How many times had it worked? That was the real question. “Your guess is as good as mine,” he lied. “I’m wishing I could find out before the Dran gets here, but you know what they say about wishes.”
 
   Kellin shook his head, his fine fur creasing along his sloped brow. 
 
   “Never you mind. Take the rest of the day, Kellin. You may return to duty tomorrow. One ought not brush death so closely and dismiss the experience so easily.”
 
   If possible, the man stood taller. “No offense, sir, but to me dying is the inevitable outcome of life. We must challenge death if we are to live.”
 
   “Tomorrow,” Sean said, shaking his head. Kellin was an incredible man. Sean liked him, which was unfortunate. “Dismissed.”
 
   “Thank you, sir,” Kellin said, before ducking back out the door.
 
   Sean continued staring at the door long after it slid closed. Kellin had asked the right question. What were they going to do with her now that they had her? Yet another question with no answer. He swiped on the viewer. A tiny image of Taymar sitting balled up under a pile of blankets popped onto the panel. Sean pinched the image between his thumb and first finger, pulled it off the panel, and let it hover over his desk. After a cursory glance, he twisted it around, looking at Taymar from every angle, before dropping it back onto the viewer. What was all the trouble about? It just didn’t make any sense. He tapped in an order for water to her cell a little earlier than Dr. Lats would have liked, pushed himself away from his desk, and left.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9 - Sean
 
    
 
   The blankets did little to stop the shivering. Taymar pulled one tighter just the same and stared at the flat gray wall across from her. She sat motionless until the distinct lines of the panels blurred into a fuzzy sheet of gray. As her eyelids grew heavier, the wall faded from sight. 
 
   Taymar snapped herself awake. She couldn’t afford to fall asleep. Too much was at stake. Instead, she pried loose the tie that held back her hair and began picking out the twigs and leaves. If nothing else, the pain of ripping tiny hairs from her scalp would keep her awake for a while.
 
   She worked at her hair for what felt like hours. A pile of debris in the corner testified to her efforts. She was in the process of rebraiding it when a noise from the converter shattered the silence. 
 
   The converter had delivered a glass of liquid. Reaching out with her mind, Taymar wasted no time snatching it from the bin. The container held only water, no surprise there, but it still felt good on her dry throat and helped wash the dirt out of her mouth. She drained the glass and sent it back to the little shelf for a refill. Nothing happened.
 
   “Hello!” she yelled. “I need more water.” The sound echoed inside the suffocating chamber.
 
   The converter remained silent.
 
   “Excuse me. NAC,” she said, trying the name from Daryus.
 
   Silence.
 
   Annoyed, Taymar clamped a hand on the blanket to hold it in place and pushed herself to her feet, her sore muscles protesting the effort. Grumbling all five steps of the way, she stopped in front of the cursed machine and slapped the dark panel above the bin. “I’m thirsty and want more water.”
 
   More silence.
 
   The empty glass mocked her. Leaning in close to the smooth panel, Taymar lowered her voice and attempted to duplicate Sean’s lilted accent as she spoke. “’Tis the Captain Sean. I’ll be needing another glass o’ water.”
 
   To her surprise, the converter hummed. The empty glass vanished and a full glass took its place. At the same time, the wall of mental silence that isolated the room vanished and another mind now shared her space. Taymar drank in the neighboring thought patterns with as much enthusiasm as she had the water. Focusing on that mind, she looked over her shoulder and stared right into the laughing green eyes of Captain Sean McCauffer.
 
   He stood near the outer computer panel, one hand leaning against the cell wall, the other tucked into his uniform pocket. His grin reached all the way to his eyes.
 
   Taymar’s first thought was anger. She hated being watched. Especially in secret. It made no sense since she knew full well that someone was almost always watching. But irrational or not, that didn’t matter. It was infuriating. As she thought about it, though, embarrassment slowly replaced the anger. Finally, she had to laugh, even if it was brief.
 
   “How long have you been standing there?” 
 
   “Long enough to wonder who NAC might be and to tell you that you make quite the shoddy Irishman.”
 
   The grin won. “NAC is the name of the computer on Daryus, and I don’t know what an Irishman is, but I’m obviously good enough.” She took the glass from the bin and held it up to him. “I got my water, didn’t I?” With that, she limped over to her spot on the floor and eased down against the wall.
 
   “OBIS,” Sean said. “We call our computer OBIS, On Board Integration System. But it won’t be responding to you from in there anyway. Also, you’ll only have twenty minutes to be done using the dishware. After that, it’ll dissolve them back to particles.”
 
   That was a new one. Taymar held up the glass and examined it more carefully. It looked normal. “So, Captain. What brings you down here? Come to view the wild Arlele you have captured?”
 
   “The truth of it is you’re up there. On this ship, the navigation is on the underside. But to answer your question, I came to talk to you. I was t’inking maybe we could try again. Seems we got off on the wrong foot the first time, didn’t we?” 
 
   He ran his words together in a lilting song that was fun to listen to, but better than that was his open-door mind. Most non-telepath’s thoughts were easy to pick through. That he could have left the dinisolate field active and kept her out of his thoughts wasn’t lost on her, either. Neither was the fact that he had no idea how much she could glean from his thoughts. And she wasn’t going to tell him. “Maybe I could see the navigation deck?”
 
   A virtual instruction manual of the damage she could do rolled through his mind. She kept her expression neutral, watching with practiced indifference as his face spelled out his worry. “So then, you’ve been on Drani your entire life, have you?” he asked, refocusing on the reason he came. That part wasn’t as clear. He wanted information, but what, she couldn’t lock down.
 
   “You’re avoiding my question? Are you a larna?”
 
   Sean sucked in a long, slow breath. “Taymar, I’m t’inking you know about going to the nav-deck already. I’m sorry. If I could have it my way, I’d be giving you run of the ship. Hell. I’d take you back to Daryus right now and swear I’d never laid eyes on you in the first place.” He glanced at the floor. “I can’t do that, though, can I? This t’ing is bigger than you and me both. That, and I’ll not be letting any more of my crew get hurt.”
 
   For a long moment, Taymar stared at the glass while her mind flipped through what felt like a lifetime of memories spent in isolation rooms so others didn’t get hurt. She downed half of the water and set the glass on the floor. “What do you want?”
 
   Sean swiped a panel and waited as a chair and viewer slid out of the wall behind him. The viewer he sent back into the wall, but the chair he kept. It was simple, blocky, and unpadded, but did the job. He sat, rested his forearms on his knees, and looked her dead in the eye. “Until now, you’ve never been gone from Drani, have you?”
 
   “Of course not. We don’t leave. Not even the Dran leave.”
 
   “So, your parents are still there, then? They still alive? Do they have both abilities like you?”
 
   “I imagine they are still alive, but I’m sure they don’t have both abilities. No one does. Just me.”
 
   “You act like you don’t know them.”
 
   Taymar turned back to the glass, but kept her mind on the captain. “Maybe that’s because I don’t.”
 
   That threw him. She hoped he would reveal how much he knew about Drani, but his mind sent only confusion. “How can you not be knowing who your parents are?”
 
   She didn’t look up. “Because I’m an arranged birth.”
 
   The confusion lingered along with a touch of irritation. Not as much as she would have liked. Irritated people gave more away. “And that means?” 
 
   “It means I don’t know who my parents are. What do you want, Captain Sean? I know you didn’t come down here—up here—to talk about my childhood, so why did you come?”
 
   He sat back in the chair. “I came seeking information about Drani.”
 
   Well, that was true enough. Taymar looked over at him. With the field off, she could see through the opening at the front of the cell as if only air separated them. He looked weird with the orange hair budding from his jaw like tree moss, but she’d seen stranger things since leaving Drani. Like the braids of skin running along the Shreet’s scalps that melted into twisted ropes of hair. Now that was weird. 
 
   She didn’t hate Captain Sean, but decided there was nothing to be gained by making it too easy for him. “What do you want to know? It’s the second planet from our star. It has three major landmasses, but two are on the poles and are uninhabitable. That leaves all of us living together on the green belt in two major population centers, Newete and Razere. There are six satellites orbiting Drani, but…”
 
   “Taymar. I already have all that information. I want to know about living on the planet. About life between the Arleles and the Drani. T’ings like what is an arranged birth? But you’re already knowing what I’m looking to find out, now aren’t you? After all, I shut down the dinisolate field on purpose, didn’t I?”
 
   “Shutting down the field was either brave or stupid. I’m not sure which. How do you know I won’t kill you?”
 
   Those green eyes didn’t flinch. “I don’t.”
 
   “I don’t have to touch you to kill you. I can do it from right here where I’m sitting.”
 
   “I assumed as much.”
 
   “Then why did you turn off the field?”
 
   “I s’pose it’s because I don’t t’ink you will. I want to be having an honest, open conversation with you. I’m guessing you’ll be more willing to have that conversation if you can use your telepathy, so I disabled the field. Now, all I can do is hope I’m not wrong. Am I? Are you t’inking to kill me?”
 
   Taymar watched him, listened to him. He was a little nervous, but mostly he just wanted answers. That she could understand. “How about a trade?”
 
   “Well then, let me guess. Tea. Out here.” Frowning, Sean stood to leave. “I’m not here to play games. I’ve too much to lose for that.”
 
   “So do I.”
 
   Sean paused, but didn’t speak.
 
   Shifting so she could face him, Taymar pulled her knees up to her chest and used the second blanket to cover her legs and feet. “You aren’t the only one who wants information. One of your questions for one of mine.”
 
   “I still can’t tell you where we’re going.”
 
   “I’m not stupid. I know that.”
 
   After another pause, Sean nodded. “I s’pose that’s fair enough,” he said, taking a seat. “But, I’m reserving the right to refuse a question. Let’s begin. An arranged birth?”
 
   Taymar smiled. His mouth might refuse, but she doubted his mind would. “Some Arleles are more talented than others. We are Alki. Talented Arleles usually make talented babies. The problem is that two Alki Arleles almost never get together. Too much competition. So, when one of them wants a union with a less capable Arlele, or more likely a Dran, the trade-off is usually to agree to an arranged birth. The baby is given over to the Council. And now it’s your turn.” When he nodded, she took a deep breath and continued. “Is Nevvis coming?”
 
   A flash of frustration filled his mind along with an image of Targer, but he quickly hid it behind thoughts of repair orders. Too quickly. Not good. “Apparently so,” he said. “Who is this Nevvis, anyway? To you, I mean. Who is Nevvis to you?”
 
   Captain Sean was a fast learner. Taymar settled back against the wall. Two could play that game. “My ki.”
 
   Sean grinned. “Go on, then. Ask your question and then finish answering mine.”
 
   “When is Nevvis coming?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   He wasn’t lying. Not good at all. “Every Arlele has to have a ki. The ki decides what you get to do or not do. Your ki has to take care of you, too. If you can’t pay your own way or something happens to you…having a bad ki is miserable.” She paused to drink in Sean’s thoughts. They were too jumbled to be of any help. “You are the ki on this ship, I think. At first, when I saw you in the lab, I thought you were a kar, but that was wrong. You are a ki. The doctor’s ki for sure.”
 
   Sean wobbled his hand back and forth. “Sort of. I s’pose you could be right. A kar is a guard, right?”
 
   She wobbled her head. “Not exactly. A janu is a guard. A kar is like…a kar is like the hairy man who tried to shoot me.”
 
   “Ah. A soldier then? Like an enforcer?”
 
   Taymar nooded.
 
   “I’m not a kar or a janu, so I’m guessing you’d be right. I’m a ki. Is that a bad thing?”
 
   Taymar shrugged. “Are you bad?”
 
   “Well now, I don’t know. You tell me. You’re the telepath, aren’t you? Am I bad?”
 
   “Captain Sean, I’m a telepath. I hear your thoughts. I can’t see into your soul.”
 
   “’Tis probably a good thing you can’t.” Relaxing against the back of the chair again, Sean kicked his legs out and crossed them at the ankle. “Have you heard any interesting thoughts yet?”
 
   A tiny smile slipped out, and Taymar used the excuse of arranging the blankets to bring it back under control. “Not the codes to your computer controls or anything useful, if that makes you feel better.”
 
   “Ah, but you heard somet’ing you liked, didn’t you?”
 
   “You met Targer. Fun guy, isn’t he?”
 
   “Hmph.” He glanced up at the ceiling in something just shy of an eye roll. “I didn’t meet him exactly, but can’t say I’m sad about it. I can’t say he’s sad about it, either. The man couldn’t get me off the com fast enough. Didn’t have a lot of patience for us non-telepathic types. You two are a lot alike in that respect, aren’t you?” Sean cocked his head at Taymar and smiled. “I wonder if Nevvis will be the same way.”
 
   Taymar shrugged. “It’s a telepath thing.”
 
   “Well now, if that were the case, Ranealla would be short-tempered too, but she’s not. Why do you s’pose that is?”
 
   “How should I know?” she said, scooting the half-full glass to the side so she could watch it and Sean at the same time. “Maybe she’s patient because you’re her ki. Maybe she’s not as telepathic as we are. Her mind doesn’t feel the same. Maybe she’s the one hiding something instead of you. No idea. My turn. Why did you come get me off Daryus?”
 
   “Wait up, now. You asked if Targer was a fun guy, and I answered you. That makes it my turn, doesn’t it?”
 
   “You asked why Ranealla was more patient.”
 
   Sean leaned his head back and laughed. “Christ on a fecking bike! I’m getting my arse handed to me over here.” Still laughing, he leaned forward and focused on Taymar again. “Remind me not to play cards with you.”
 
   Taymar frowned at him as he laughed. She couldn’t guess what he was laughing at, let alone what his last comment meant. “I don’t know what you just said. Universal is still new for me.” 
 
   With a little wave of his hand, Sean sobered, but his smile remained. “Never you mind it. Just a saying. But since you mentioned it, how is it you speak my language so well? My research said your entire planet switched over Universal a mere three years ago. Is that so?”
 
   “It wasn’t…” She stopped herself mid-sentence and glared. The question was, had he skipped over her turn on purpose? His mind wasn’t any help. It was busy trying to grasp the monumental task that Drani had undertaken when the Council decided to change languages. Maybe he was just distracted. She’d know soon enough. “You didn’t answer my question.”
 
   “Ah, so I didn’t. Why did we come get you on Daryus? Because I was ordered to go find you, and Daryus is where you were hiding.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “Why were you hiding out on Daryus? Well, I don’t know, since it was you doing the hiding.”
 
   Taymar leveled her deadliest look at him and got a soft chuckle in reply. Maybe she should strangle him with her teke, but just a little. Enough to make him take her seriously. It wouldn’t help her cause, but it would feel good.
 
   “Take it easy, lass. I’m just having a go at you. I don’t know why they want you. I was t’inking it might be you answering that one for me. I’m guessing Nevvis will explain all of it.” Sean scratched at the stubble of hair growing on his cheek. “And technically speaking, that was two questions, now wasn’t it?”
 
   Intentionally ignoring his last statement, Taymar tried to think of how to turn his mind to the ship’s layout as she answered his earlier question. “Those of us who are telepathic got a kinari. It’s like a mental knowledge transfer.” She continued to explain when Sean’s eyebrows shot up. “There are certain telepaths called rakils who can organize and transfer information in large chunks. The tekes had to learn the new language by going to classes. I can’t imagine what a nightmare that had to have been.”
 
   “Wait just a minute,” Sean said, sitting up in his chair, his expression a canvas of disbelief. “What you’re saying, then, is that you learned a whole new language just by having someone shoot it into your head? Just like that? You walk in not knowing Universal, and you walk out speaking the t’ing?”
 
   Even though she didn’t want to like him, Captain Sean, with his funny speech and orange hair, was growing on her. “No,” she said with a smile.
 
   “All right, then. You had me…”
 
   “It takes several days, sometimes longer, to unravel a kinari. I was scheduled for a second transfer, but I got in trouble and was sent to reteaching before it happened.”
 
   For the longest time, Sean stared in silence. Her effort to shock him enough to drop his guard worked. His mind was wide open. As he sat across from the opening trying to decide if she was exaggerating, Taymar busied herself with one of the blankets and worked out the ship’s design. Unfortunately, Sean regained his focus much sooner than she had hoped. “Reteaching is some kind of corrective action?”
 
   Taymar nodded. “It’s the most serious. No sakuritu is the most serious, but that’s only…it doesn’t happen often. And it’s my turn.” A second attempt at shocking information out of him might give her away, so Taymar decided to try a different strategy. “Why is there hair growing out of your face?”
 
   Instinctively, Sean’s hand went to his face. “It’s called a beard. I take it, then, the people on Drani don’t have any facial hair? No, wait.” He waved his hand palm out. “Don’t answer that. I take it back. That’s not my question. I want to know about Drani law.”
 
   “Drani law? I don’t know what you’re asking.”
 
   “You said you got in trouble and went to reteaching. How does that work, exactly? Is there a trial process or something?”
 
   “Well, I guess.” Taymar rubbed at her band, watching the browns swirl along the path her finger made. “I mean, it’s not like anyone has to decide if you did something wrong. You wouldn’t be there if you didn’t. They just decide on the punishment. Is that what you call a trial?”
 
   Sean shrugged. “A sentencing. How do they know you’re guilty?”
 
   Taymar frowned. For a ki, the man seemed a little slow. “Because all Dran are telepaths. They can read your mind, as you call it.”
 
   “Right.” Sean scratched at his beard again. It made his skin turn red. The thing must itch. “The whole telepathy concept is a bit of a bite for me. It’d be your turn, then.”
 
   The game was getting old, and she wasn’t getting the information she needed. She shifted her back against the wall and continued drawing patterns on her band. “You don’t have any other telepaths on the ship? Other than the zimit I put in the medbay?”
 
   Anger flushed through Captain Sean’s thoughts, turning over a few more bits of information in their wake. The shuttles were locked down, but the shuttle bay wasn’t. That was good to know. All the shuttles were in one place at least. And the ship wasn’t moving. Probably also a good thing. As he brought his thoughts under control again, he, like her, began to wonder if their banter was worth it. “No other telepaths. That band you’re playing with there. What’s it do, exactly?”
 
   A quick swipe through his thoughts told her that he already knew the basics, but she started there anyway. “It tracks us. It can make its own containment field or react with one already set up. It identifies us and our ki and our status. You have one too on your sleeve, right?” she said, pointing with her chin to the computerized patch on the shoulder of his uniform.
 
   “I s’pose I do. It’s not quite up to the task of yours, but it does do some of the same things.” Sean glanced over at his arm patch and then back to her band. “How do you go about getting yours off? It looked to us like it lays right against your skin.”
 
   At that, Taymar laughed. “It doesn’t come off,” she said, giving it another scrub with her fingernails before tucking the arm under the blanket. “It just grows with us. Do you always just do whatever you’re told? Even if you don’t want to? You just do it.”
 
   Sean’s expression gave away his confusion, but his thoughts became guarded. “We are at war, Taymar. I am sure you know that. The Shreet have destroyed worlds already, and they want to take more. We are trying to stop them. Sometimes that means making sacrifices.”
 
   “Yeah. I know all about making sacrifices. That’s when you ruin someone else’s life with your decision and call it a sacrifice to make yourself feel better.” She met the captain’s green-eyed stare. “So. Do you? Do you feel better?”
 
   A silence hung between them for what felt like days before Captain Sean finally spoke. “I’m not wanting to be your enemy, Taymar. But if it comes to that, then it does. As I told you already, my first priority will always be my crew.” 
 
   “You are right about one thing. You don’t want to be my enemy.” She shifted against the wall and pulled the blanket tighter up over her shoulder. “We are done.”
 
   Sean didn’t bother trying to coax her back into talking, and she had to admit to being a little disappointed. Not that she was going to keep up his question-and-answer game, but mostly because she wanted to win. He just swiped the chair back into the wall and walked away. He paused by the door, and the dinisolate field dropped into place like a tarp over her cell as the door closed behind him. 
 
   Well, that could have gone better, she thought, looking around the room. Nothing to do now but wait.
 
   ###
 
   Jalkean shifted on his chair for what had to be the tenth time, and belatedly tried to make it look intentional for at least the eleventh time. He knew they had left him waiting on purpose. Two Shreet guards had dropped him off here in the oversize conference room what felt like hours ago. He had pushed and swiped at anything that looked remotely like a sensor, but if the room had a viewer, he couldn’t find it. Not that it would have helped, since the Shreet language was as unintelligible in written form as it was to hear.
 
   Unable to sit still another minute, Jalkean pushed his chair back and started circling the room again. He made it to the far side of the table when the door slid open. The woman who stood in the opening made the doorway look narrow. She was easily twice Jalkean’s size in width, and a good hand taller as well. The layers of clothing flowing around her only accentuated her size as they billowed out over her feet and hands. Chains and ropes covered in beads and bells dangled from her neck and adorned her hair, and from the muted tinkling as she stepped into the room, they must have decorated her wrists or ankles as well. Jalkean thought how it was fortunate she was a large woman to support all the weight, but shut out any further commentary the instant his mind met hers. Rydon was her name. And she was a telepath.
 
   “Correct,” she said in perfect Universal, her voice low and husky. “I, like you, Dran, am a telepath. My name is Rydon.”
 
   Jalkean shielded his thoughts behind the recent memory of looking for a viewer as he sized up his visitor. A telepath, yes. A good telepath, perhaps not. “Jalkean,” he offered, but kept the distance between them. No point in physical contact if he could avoid it. “It’s good to hear a language I can understand.”
 
   “Yes, well, I imagine the brae will provide you with a translator soon enough. You were looking for a view screen? Why?”
 
   Jalkean shrugged. “Bored. Curious about what has been happening and where I am. Trying to learn the language, since I assume I will be here for a while. But mostly bored. Is there a reason I’m here?”
 
   “I would assume that you are here because you wanted to be.” Rydon jingled her way over to a chair across from him and pulled it out. The unsuspecting piece of furniture quickly disappeared beneath layers of fabric, and he refused to consider what else. “You are the one who made the raid on Drani possible, are you not?”
 
   Her mind tickled his as she searched out the answers she was really here to find. Definitely not a telepath up to Drani standards, but she didn’t know that. The fact that Rydon thought she was unstoppable rang out from her mind as loudly as her adornments. He could use that overconfidence. If he was careful.
 
   Jalkean smiled what he hoped was a shy smile, and looked away. He allowed a tiny bit of anger to slip past his shielded mind before shutting it away again. “I may have played a small part,” he said, rubbing his hand along the back of a chair. “Drani should have sided with the Shreet when they had the chance. Now, I just want to protect as many people as possible.”
 
   “Protect them? From whom?” Rydon asked, her own thoughts beginning to flow unbidden from her mind now that she thought she had the upper hand. 
 
   Turning to pretend to hide his anger, Jalkean gripped the chair tightly and let his completely real feelings of frustration seep out of his thoughts. “From themselves. Drani needs to change. Our policy of isolationism has imprisoned us for too long.” She suspects I’m a spy? he thought, shielding his mind. That doesn’t make sense. Of course I’m a spy. I’m their spy, or so they think. “We could be a powerful player in this war.” He poked around her mind with careful precision. “Instead, we hide behind our shields and our ideals.” 
 
   Ah. There it was. Jalkean found what he was looking for and turned to face Rydon. They thought he was a spy for Drani. And this clumsy oaf was supposed to sort it out before the brae arrived. Well, he could fix that. As long as they never figured out just how outmatched their telepath really was, she was his. Jalkean filled his mind with the pride of leading his people into an alliance with the winning side, the Shreet. He thought about how they would never know it was him and how he was okay with that, as long as his planet came out as a major power in this part of the galaxy. Then he fixed an expression of what he hoped was resolve in place, pulled out the chair, and sat. “I realize not everyone will understand what I have done, but in the end, if they really knew, they would thank me.”
 
   Rydon’s mind practically clapped as she cleared him of all suspicion. “I am sad that you had to make such sacrifices,” she said. “Your people will never know the cost you have endured so they can be part of the next great expansion.”
 
   For fear of pushing it too far, Jalkean only shrugged. They sat in silence until it was just beginning to become awkward when the door slid open again. Two guards, both the sickly pale yellow color of most of the Shreet, stepped into the room. Their skinbraids extended halfway down their heads before turning to hair, both whiter versions of their skin color. The skin to hair ratio was somehow connected to age; that much Jalkean had worked out. Exactly how old the short skinbraid people were compared to the long skinbraid people, he couldn’t guess. The two surveyed Rydon and Jalkean both, those large brown eyes not seeming to move as they looked for threats. Once satisfied, the shorter of the two, who appeared to be female, stepped sideways and cleared the path for what could only be the brae. 
 
   Rydon’s mind confirmed the brae’s identity the instant he entered the room. She stood, and Jalkean waited a beat before joining her to keep her leaky mind a secret. The brae was about the same size as the male guard, and his skinbraid didn’t go much farther than the other’s, which was surprising to Jalkean. The man’s skin was a burnt orange color, which made his nearly-black eyes stand out in contrast. Unlike Dran or Arlele eyes, the Shreet eyes were large, teardrop-shaped, and one solid variation of brown. Despite his unimposing physical presentation, his presence filled the room and Jalkean had no problem believing that this was the brae who was building a space station the size of a small planet and taking over a section of the galaxy.
 
   The brae handed Jalkean a thin, curved band. Rydon’s thoughts explained right away how the translator worked, but Jalkean held the object in his hand until the other telepath sent him a visual of what to do with it. 
 
   Without further coaching, Jalkean placed the band around his neck and connected the small pads mounted on the ends to the skin near his temples. He felt a clicking resonating up through his skull, and then silence.
 
   “I see you met Rydon,” the brae said, his clicks and whistles being translated into well-articulated Universal. 
 
   “I did,” Jalkean answered. The brae was wearing what looked like a more sophisticated version of Jalkean’s translator. It was odd watching the obvious translation taking place and not being able to hear it.
 
   After a tiny pause, the brae continued. “Let us sit.”
 
   Following Yittbrae’s lead, Jalkean pulled out the chair and sat across from Rydon, facing the brae. The other telepath’s thoughts were hopping around his mind like a wild animal trying to get into its den, and Jalkean didn’t dare try to sift through the brae’s thoughts for fear of getting caught. Not until Rydon was sufficiently distracted, at least. 
 
   The translator made an impressive imitation of the brae’s voice as it rendered the clicks and squeaks into Universal. “I am pleased we were able to provide you with safe passage from your planet. It seems from my report that you perhaps changed your mind at the last minute?”
 
   Jalkean’s hand went to the already healing cut above his left eye, all that was left of the bleeding gash from the fight at Nevvis’s house. “No. I didn’t change my mind,” he said, forcing his hand back down to the table and trying not to give away how unnerved the brae made him feel. “For one, Nevvis’s house is under surveillance. I had to make it look like another abduction.”
 
   “Why?” the brae asked. “What difference does it make now if they know you sided with us?”
 
   He had a point. Jalkean shrugged. “I have family on Drani. Who knows what could happen to them. But mostly I was trying to explain to them that I needed to get Taymar. We didn’t have one of these,” he said, pointing to his translator. “They didn’t understand what I was saying. That was our agreement, was it not? I help you get to the surface, and you take Taymar with you during the raid.” Jalkean gestured around the room. “Where is she?”
 
   He didn’t need his telepathy to know that the brae didn’t like Jalkean’s tone. Rydon sat back in her chair, creating distance. Her thoughts retreated as well. The skinbraids close to the man’s scalp brightened to a deep red before fading back to the normal dark orange of his skin. There was a long silence between them before the brae sat back, blinked his weird clear inner eyelid, and laced his fingers together in front of him. His nose slits parted as he drew in a long breath. “She isn’t here,” he said. “Perhaps you could advise us as to where she might be.”
 
   Jalkean frowned. “How could I possibly know that? She was supposed to be with me.” He kept an eye on the brae’s scalp. It seemed to work like Arlele spots in showing mood and agitation level, which could be handy. “Which is why I tried to stop them when they came for me. She was in the same house. Why didn’t they just bring her at the same time they brought me?”
 
   A tiny shrug was the brae’s only answer. “We are working to retrieve her now. I am still unclear as to how she could be an asset to us worth so much work to obtain.”
 
   “To begin with, that was our agreement.” Jalkean leaned forward and noted with satisfaction that Rydon completely withdrew her mental contact with him. That she feared the brae was obvious enough. “Since you are suggesting that may not be reason enough, she is a dual-talent. She can collect thoughts from a person’s mind and then make those thoughts happen. No explanation. No nothing. Think about how useful that could be.”
 
   “She is not the only dual-talent.”
 
   Jalkean scrambled to control his expression and shield his thoughts. How much did the brae know? What other dual-talent could he possibly be thinking of? A quick pass through his mind didn’t help. His language was so very different from anything Jalkean had ever heard; he needed more time to concentrate. “I don’t know what other dual-talent you are talking about,” he said when the silence was beginning to drag. 
 
   The brae leaned across the table, his skinbraids swinging forward so that the lighter hair part brushed the table. “Be careful, young Dran, that your overconfidence doesn’t get you killed. You were not my only choice on Drani. I have others much higher ranking than you.”
 
   For a moment, Jalkean held the commander’s dark gaze. He certainly didn’t want to take a walk in space, but he didn’t want to give in too easily. This time when he tried to hear the brae’s thoughts, they came through as loud as if the translator had spoken them. His high-ranking spy was a member of the Leading Council, a dual-talented member of the Leading Council. Jalkean couldn’t get a read on if the Council member was male or female. Nor an image, for that matter, which suggested that he had never met the spy directly. But a spy on Leading Council was bad. Very bad. How could he possibly get that information to Nevvis? 
 
   Jalkean leaned back and glanced over at Rydon. She hadn’t made so much as a jingle the entire time, and he had a sudden sinking thought that he may have underestimated her as badly as she underestimated him, which would end with that spacewalk he was worried about. As if on cue, her telepathy reached out to brush his mind, but he made sure it wouldn’t find anything. “Well, Yittbrae, we had an agreement. I did my part. I pulled down the shields and got you the window you asked for. I only hope that you will do what you agreed to and make sure Taymar makes it to this station alive.”
 
   In a flurry of swinging braids and tinkling bells, the brae pushed back his chair and rose, Rydon scurrying to follow. Jalkean also pushed himself out of the chair, but he didn’t get in a hurry about it. “We have a ship going to retrieve her as we speak,” the brae said. He turned to the door, but paused before it opened. “Anything she can see in a person’s head, she can do with her mind?”
 
   “Yes,” Jalkean said. “If she can understand it, she can do it.”
 
   “Interesting,” the brae said. With a nod of his head, he beckoned one guard to stay. The other slipped out behind Rydon. 
 
   When the door slid closed behind them, Jalkean collapsed back into his chair. He didn’t care what the guard relayed to her boss later. How Nevvis did this sort of thing every day, Jalkean would never know.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10 – Nevvis
 
    
 
   Nearly seven hours after his enlightening yet disturbing conversation with Taymar, Sean sat in his office, still staring at his viewer. The skeletal collection of the Alliance’s intel on Drani filled the small square in three neat, tabbed pages. And that was all of it. Three pages of information on an entire planet. A planet the Alliance was about to belly-up to.
 
   Sean swiped his hand across the projected facts and charts, collecting them into a crumpled mess of holographic nothing as he went. With a snort of disgust, he tossed the virtual mess at the hard-screen, sending it back to storage where it could wait for him and be just as useless later. He tapped the viewer off, stood, and stretched. 
 
   Overhead, the lit ceiling flashed from its steady vitamin-enhanced white light to an ominous orange. “Captain to the bridge!” squawked a voice through the com panel. “Level one alert. Impact possible. Crew, assume impact protocol.”
 
   Moments later, Sean burst from a deck shuttle onto the bridge. The wall-size viewer at the front of the crowded room glowed in sharp contrast to the dimmed orange light filling the room. Against the backdrop of ink-black space, small bits of metal and scraps of God knew what filled the screen. One object in particular had been enlarged and centered on the main viewer. 
 
   Sean regarded the elliptical sphere hovering before him with contempt before looking around the room at his crew. “What the bloody hell happened here?”
 
   “A freighter, sir,” offered the navigations officer. “It was on an intercept course when I initiated the alert. It scanned us and then launched that pod.”
 
   “And from the look of it, the bloody thing dumped its trash as well.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” she said, her voice fading as she spoke. “It released its refuge and veered away.” 
 
   Sean couldn’t see his officer in the dim light, but he didn’t need to see her to know she was embarrassed. A level one alert over a trash dump. It would be a long time before her fellow crewmen let her live that down. “Am I to assume that’s a pod you have there lined up and ready to shoot?”
 
   “Umm. Well, sir, it was launched directly at us. What I mean, sir, is that the freighter launched a projectile at the ship. It was coming right at us until it struck a piece of debris and…well, it changed course.”
 
   “Moving fast, was it?” Sean asked, stepping around the center map table to get closer to the viewer where the image of the pod drifted amid the rubble.
 
   “Faster than it is…I mean it…” She stared a hole into the screen. “No, sir. Not really fast, exactly.”
 
   Another crewman that Sean couldn’t see piped up from behind him. “The pod is contacting our ship, sir, with Alliance clearance to bring it aboard. It would seem the freighter’s transport equipment wasn’t working, so they couldn’t port the pod.”
 
   Having made his point, Sean leaned over and read the computer analysis of the pod. “Well, grand. Just bloody grand.” He turned around and slapped his hand down on the com panel. “Security team to cargo two,” he said, before turning back to the viewer. “It’s a good damned thing you didn’t fire, Lieutenant. You’d have likely killed the Drani ambassador. That is, if being launched out of the bloody freighter didn’t do it first. Transfer that pod to cargo two right away.” As Sean turned to leave, he gestured toward the ceiling. “And cancel the bloody alert!” The ceiling lost its fiery glow just as the doors slid closed on the deck shuttle.
 
   By the time Sean stepped onto the louvered cargo bay floor, the creamy white life pod had been transferred into the ship and was already being scanned by security. It waited in silence, looking for all the world like a giant egg. 
 
   “Clear, sir. Do you want me to activate the lock?” asked an ensign, shouldering his scanner.
 
   Sean nodded.
 
   Three other security members aimed their weapons at the pod as the ensign stepped forward and triggered the release. The pod clicked, then hissed. Lights flashed along the length of the oval and the egg split in half. With a series of beeps, the top lifted up and slid around the back side of the pod. No one moved.
 
   While Sean waited, two of the security officers crept forward, weapons ready. “Someone is inside, sir. A man,” one said.
 
   “I should hope so. Is he alive?”
 
   “I’m alive.” The answer came from inside the capsule. “But I don’t think I missed the alternative by much.”
 
   Sean stepped up to the pod and peered inside where a tawny-haired saltari male was pushing himself up onto his elbows. “You are on board the UAP Regal. I’m Captain Sean McCauffer. And who might you be?”
 
   The frazzled man turned eyes as golden yellow as a cat’s toward the captain and offered up a weary smile. “I am Nevvis of Drani, and I must tell you, Captain McCauffer, that if I have to go back the same way I came, I’m going to become a permanent member of your crew.”
 
   Sean laughed and allowed security to finish scanning their guest to confirm his identity before helping him out of the pod. The Dran wasn’t at all what Sean expected. Unlike the squatty pig-eyed Targer, Nevvis was tall and muscular. His complexion, now that some of the color was coming back, was sunbaked brown. It stood out in sharp contrast against his sandy-yellow hair, which was somewhat wild at the moment. 
 
   As the man cleared the pod and found his balance, Sean couldn’t hide his smile. Nevvis reminded Sean of a mountain lion from Earth. His hair was the same golden brown, and his eyes the same amber yellow. And when Nevvis stepped off the platform, he moved with a similar grace and confidence. No wonder Taymar was worried about this man’s arrival. She had a right to be. He was a predator. 
 
   Nevvis regarded Sean with a warm smile and made an unsuccessful attempt at finger-combing his hair. “Not all Dran look alike,” he said. “Not all Arleles look alike, for that matter.”
 
   Sean’s smile vanished. “Just how telepathic are you now?”
 
   Nevvis grinned and pulled a large duffle bag out of the pod’s opening. “Telepathic enough to know you have Taymar.” He shouldered it and looked Sean dead in the eyes. “And that you are surprised to see I don’t have sharp teeth and poisonous claws, as your conversation with her no doubt led you to believe.”
 
   Sean nodded and turned toward the door. Actually, he thought as he headed toward the exit, ’Twas my conversation with Targer making me think that.
 
    
 
   Skipping further pleasantries, Sean led Nevvis through the winding corridors that led to his office without speaking, partly for security reasons, but also because, for no rational reason he could think of, he didn’t like the man. Even during the short ride in the deck shuttle, he maintained a rigid silence and focused his thoughts on star charts and their next supply stop. Not until the door to his private sanctuary slid closed behind them  did he speak. “Pease, sit,” he said, waving his hand toward a chair opposite his desk.
 
   “If you wouldn’t find it rude, I would prefer to stand. I’m sure you understand.”
 
   Sean nodded and slipped into the chair behind his desk. “Can’t say I blame you. Straight to it, then. You’re right. We do have the Arlele your people sent us after.”
 
   “Taymar,” Nevvis said, without looking away from a wall-size sector display. And without thinking, if Sean didn’t miss his guess. 
 
   “Yes, Taymar. We found her on a planet called Daryus two days ago, but I’m sure you knew that, didn’t you?”
 
   Shaking his head, Nevvis clasped his hands behind his back and turned to regard Sean with the casual familiarity of an old friend, or a subordinate. “I’ve been on my way to connect with your ship for over a week. It’s been a long…uncomfortable trip. Were there any repercussions from Daryus for taking her in the manner I’m sure you had to?”
 
   “Seeing as how they assisted in the landing of a stolen Alliance shuttle, removed its recall override, and then not only harbored but employed the fugitive, no. Except to give us her living station coordinates, they were as quiet as wee lambs. One thing is for sure now, isn’t it? That company was needing a telepath in a bad way.” 
 
   Nevvis laughed. “Is Taymar okay?”
 
   Watching Nevvis’s face closely, Sean answered, “I’d say no worse for wear than expected, seeing as how she didn’t exactly turn herself in. She’s a bit manky. And it’s fair to say she was a bit beat up in the process and given a nip of an overdose of a drug, but I’m t’inking she’s pushing through it.”
 
   To his surprise, Nevvis’s brows crumpled into angry concern before flashing back to the calm curiosity that Sean knew already was the man’s diplomat face. But had Nevvis’s concern been for his property, or for Taymar herself? Sean couldn’t tell.
 
   “What do you mean by ‘beat up?’” Nevvis asked, trying to sound detached despite the tightening of his voice.
 
   For whatever reason, Sean was glad to see the Dran’s stress. “Well, she was chased through the trees and bushes for a stretch. And then she had to be shot three times before finally she saw fit to go down. But if it makes you feel any better, she took two of my people with her. And if that weren’t enough, she is set to have my medical officer for lunch. Keeps calling him a keel. Whatever that is, I’m t’inking it isn’t a compliment.”
 
   “No. Definitely not,” Nevvis said, with a small smile.
 
   “But that’s not the worst of it,” Sean continued, deciding from Nevvis’s reaction to get right to the main concern. “She’s done something to my ship’s telepath. Without touching her. Just looked at her, and now Ranealla is in a coma of sorts. I’m hoping you can sort it.”
 
   Nevvis’s smile vanished. “Done what?”
 
   Sean sat forward and looked directly into Nevvis’s concerned, golden gaze. “Well now, I don’t know, do I? Like I said, Taymar looked at Ranealla, and the next thing we know Ranealla is unconscious and has been that way since. Her brain waves were having a right fit up until a few hours ago. Now it seems she’s giving up.”
 
   Nevvis pulled out a chair and sat. “She may be doing just that. Giving up.”
 
   “So you’ve seen this before? You’ll be knowing how to fix it, then?”
 
   “Yes and no.” Nevvis’s expression didn’t inspire hope as he stared unseeing at the wall hanging above Sean’s head. “She’s done it before, to Targer, in fact, but we don’t exactly know how she does it. To be honest, we don’t know the least of what Taymar is capable of doing. This complicates matters considerably.”
 
   “Well, Targer lived, now didn’t he?” Sean added, trying to keep his low opinion of the Dran leader out of his thoughts.
 
   With little conviction, Nevvis nodded.
 
   “Can’t say I’m overwhelmed with your confidence just now,” Sean said.
 
   Nevvis shook his head, as if to clear it. “It’s as if she traps telepaths with their own thoughts. Then, somehow, she keeps them there, even from a distance.”
 
   Sean scowled. “But, I thought she couldn’t use telepathy across a dinisolate field.”
 
   Surprised, Nevvis turned back to Sean, brow raised. “Like I said, we don’t know half of what Taymar can do. Please tell me how she is contained.”
 
   “I’ll take you to her,” Sean said, moving to stand.
 
   “No. Not yet. I need to know right where she is and what your containment setup is. I can feel the dinisolate field, but I need the physical layout as well.”
 
   “Why?” Perhaps naïvely, Sean thought Nevvis would just walk in and Taymar would walk out. Ridiculous, in retrospect.
 
   Nevvis’s expression smoothed to practiced politeness. “Because it will be easier to reestablish a psychic connection if I catch her by surprise.”
 
   “I’m t’inking there’s a bit more to it than that,” Sean said with a smile. 
 
   As Nevvis’s look of neutral congeniality melted into a weary half-smile, Sean thought he might be seeing the real Dran for the first time. “I have no doubt in my mind that she will try to kill me. Now, to look at her, you may scoff at my hesitation. But believe me, Captain McCauffer, she is lethal.” He climbed to his feet again and bent his legs to stretch them. “She’s done some things recently that she shouldn’t be able to do, and I have no way of knowing what she has learned since she’s been off-planet. I’m not looking forward to this.” 
 
   “I don’t scoff, that’s for bloody sure.” Sean stood, tapped some keys on his viewer, and tossed the resulting image up onto the wall. Taymar’s cell appeared before them as seen from above. Sean gripped the air on either side of the live video, twisted it, and zoomed it in until they were looking directly in the shielded opening at a sleeping Arlele buried beneath a pile of blankets. “Well, there’s your bit of luck for the day. It seems the lass is sleeping. We can flood the chamber with a tranquilizer, if that will help you.”
 
   “It’s not that simple,” Nevvis explained, reaching out and adjusting the video to pan the room. “I do have psychic methods of controlling her, but she could be resistant at this point. I have no way of knowing. And if she is, it’s better to be in there when I find out than out here.” He zoomed in on her again. She still sat with her back against the wall, but her head rested against her knees and the blankets moved up and down in an even rhythm. “Besides, I don’t know what she’s doing to Ranealla or how, so tagging her isn’t my first choice.”
 
   Sean didn’t understand half of what the man was saying, but decided not to dwell on it. Maybe ignorance really was bliss when it came to telepaths. “Well, what can I do to help?”
 
   Nevvis pulled the image back to the room view and outlined the cell. “I assume this is covered by a dinisolate field?”
 
   “Yes. And another surrounds that section of the deck.”
 
   “Not taking any chances, are you?” Nevvis said, smiling.
 
   “I’ve seen enough to know better than to take chances with that one. That’s actually why we had to drug her to begin with. She ripped apart the medbay without moving so much as a muscle.” 
 
   Nevvis’s lack of reaction spoke volumes. “Okay,” he said, tipping the image back to the overhead view and pointing at the door. “You and I will go in together through this back entry behind her cell. You stay to the side, and when I give the signal, turn off the inner containment field. She will know you’re there, but I think she’ll be more focused on me than you. I don’t know how long it will take me to connect with her. It could be a matter of seconds. It should be a matter of seconds.” 
 
   “But you’re not t’inking it’ll be mere seconds, are you?”
 
   Nevvis turned to Sean. “No. And that worries me. Like I said, she’s been exhibiting very atypical Arlele behaviors. I don’t think it will come to this, but in the event Taymar takes me, tranq her, okay? Do not let her loose in this ship.”
 
   Sean nodded. He’d read better strategy in a comic book, but then he had never dealt with someone capable of moving objects with her mind. This whole thing stood a good chance of going arseways, but he opted not to criticize. Apparently, his brain didn’t have the same opinion. Nevvis’s smile announced that Sean had been broadcasting his thoughts.
 
   “She can do more than move objects. She can reshape them. Change their form. An out-of-control Arlele of any ability level is a walking weapon, but one with Taymar’s talent could quite literally kill us all. The trick is making sure she doesn’t know that, or at the very least doesn’t know how.” Nevvis ran his hand across the image, crumpling it into a virtual ball of lights and colors before tossing it back to the main viewer. “And the problem is that I have no way of knowing how much she has figured out. But on the positive side, she has no weapons, correct?”
 
   “None.” Sean tapped off his viewer and moved toward the door, but stopped before swiping it open. “How do you get her to release Ranealla? I mean, it’s not in her best interest to do that, now is it? Seems to me she’d be smarter to hold that card as long as she can.”
 
   “Tay’s not a malicious person.”
 
   “She’s going to try to kill you. You just said as much. I’m not sure what your definition of malicious would be, but I can’t say I’d be snuggling up to her about now.”
 
   “Normally, I wouldn’t even consider the possibility that Tay would hurt your telepath. Normally, she wouldn’t. This isn’t normal, though. Right now, she’s trapped and she’s going to do anything she can to break out of that trap. And if that means killing someone, she’s capable of doing it. She’s done it before.”
 
   Sean watched the calm resolve play across Nevvis’s face before finally swiping the door. “Well, then. Let’s get after it while the lass is still knackered, shall we?”
 
   Nevvis moved forward to follow, but then stepped back inside. Sean frowned and let the door slide closed again. 
 
   “I nearly forgot, Captain. You should be receiving a call to rescue a damaged research vessel. With luck, there will be people on that ship with information about the time flux, and maybe even plans to the Shreet station.”
 
   “The orders Ranealla delivered said you had managed that miracle, but didn’t give details. If you don’t mind my asking, how did you come by the intel?”
 
   Nevvis leaned over to swipe the door. “It’s amazing what people will do for fuel.”
 
   Sean didn’t comment aloud, but he didn’t hide his thoughts, either. Smug bastard.
 
   ###
 
   When the two men stepped onto the brig, they found Taymar still curled into a ball beneath the pile of blankets. She looked anything but menacing tucked up against the wall the way she was, but Sean had seen the damage she’d done firsthand. As requested, he stayed by the panel, percussion stunner in hand, while the Dran slipped into position in front of the cell. Despite Nevvis’s relaxed open stance, the man’s deliberate breaths and perfect stillness betrayed his tension. If Taymar was gunning for a fight, he was bloody well going to give her one.
 
   At Nevvis’s nod, Sean keyed in the command to drop the field and tapped his stunner on as he waited. Nothing happened. He wasn’t sure what he expected, but the lack of anything wasn’t it. After an eternity that was maybe half a minute long, Taymar looked up and began unfolding like a cat coming up out of the reeds. If she knew Nevvis wasn’t alone, she didn’t seem to care. She never even glanced in Sean’s direction. Only Nevvis existed, and he commanded her full attention. 
 
   They stood, regarding each other with unwavering stares, and the longer Sean watched the more he realized that this particular war had been fought before, though perhaps not with such dire consequences. It was being launched on the battlefield of the mind.
 
   Moving with animal-like grace, Taymar allowed the last of the blankets to slip from her shoulders and headed toward Nevvis, all signs of her earlier stiffness abandoned. Her jaw clenched and she hunched her shoulders as she struggled with some invisible pain, but she didn’t pause. Pressing forward in slow, steady strides, her gray eyes stayed trained on the target.
 
   The Dran didn’t move, and as Sean glanced from one to the other he wondered, not for the first time, who in the room really deserved to be shot should the need arise. With deliberate steps, Taymar crossed the open threshold of the holding cell, and without any warning that Sean could see, she lunged at the waiting Dran.
 
   As if by magic, a razor-edged glass blade appeared in her right hand. She gripped the gloppy base like a knife and brought it toward Nevvis’s neck in a wicked slashing motion. Nevvis dropped down and sideways, avoiding the lethal blow, but it wasn’t a full miss. The makeshift knife sliced across his shoulder, splitting it in a spattering of blood.
 
   Nevvis yelled in pain and rolled away, leaving a red smear. But before he could get to his feet, she was on him again. With vicious speed, she dove for his vulnerable midsection, her weapon leading the way. Nevvis was ready. He crouched down, removing her target and placing him beneath her as she dove. Without hesitation, he planted both feet in her stomach and kicked. Taymar flew through the air like a puppet, slammed into the wall, and slumped to the floor. But she didn’t stay there.
 
   In an instant, both were back on their feet, circling one another in wary silence. Again, Taymar attacked first, aiming a powerful kick at Nevvis’s knee. Had it connected, it would have been crippling. But it didn’t. Nevvis spun away from the oncoming assault and deflected it with his forearm, carrying the attacking foot with him as he turned. A sweep kick of her supporting leg sent Taymar crashing to the floor.
 
   Taymar managed to switch the blade to her left hand as she went down. She rolled through the fall and found her feet already positioning for another strike. But her fall was the break Nevvis needed to gain the advantage, and from the look on Taymar’s face, Sean wasn’t the only one who had figured that out.
 
   Again, Taymar lunged, feigning a strike with her now empty right hand. A sweep of the blade in her left hand followed, but before the blade connected, she stumbled. Sean glanced from Nevvis to Taymar, thinking he must have missed something. Why had Taymar tripped? Nevvis batted away the clumsy attack with the heel of his hand. Other than that, he didn’t move.
 
   Deep lines of concentration marred Taymar’s expression, and her feline grace steadily turned to stiff, rigid jerks as she continued toward Nevvis. Where she gripped the shank in her palm, blood trickled from her fist. But as Sean glanced from Nevvis to Taymar and back, he knew that the Arlele wasn’t even aware of her self-inflicted injuries. Something much more serious had her full attention.
 
   Nevvis’s face told a similar story of concentration as he steadily but slowly backed away from his plodding adversary. Each of Taymar’s steps came slower than the one before. With more effort. And Nevvis stayed just out of reach of the shard while he waited for her labored efforts to finally cease. The battle now raged in an arena that Sean couldn’t see. And Taymar was losing.
 
   In a last, desperate move, Taymar hurled herself forward. Her effort lacked control or grace. She didn’t make it more than two steps before she doubled over in a scream of agony. Nevvis didn’t move except to watch her with intense interest as she struggled to take another step, and with it another swipe.
 
   “Drop the glass, Taymar,” Nevvis demanded in an eerily quiet voice. When she didn’t respond, he leaned forward and peered at her with that same golden stare he had given Sean just before leaving the office. “Tay. Drop the weapon and rakki, now.”
 
   From a place of torment Sean couldn’t identify, Taymar managed another shaky step forward. Her muscles trembled and her breathing came in quick, shallow rasps. She stared up at the Drani and spat. In a final valiant effort, she swiped the makeshift blade in slow motion at what could have been his neck, had Nevvis not moved. Her movements lacked any threat. With ease, Nevvis caught her by the wrist, and in one fluid motion sent her to the floor with a thud. This time, Nevvis followed her down. Blood still streaming down his arm, he jerked Taymar onto her back and pinned her arms above her head, staring into her icy gray eyes. Taymar didn’t fight. She just opened her bloody hand and let the glass fall to the floor.
 
   After waiting long enough to ensure the fight was over, Sean stepped closer to the exhausted pair. Both were panting and wet with sweat. Blood from Nevvis’s wound was already pooling on the floor, leaving red streaks where it mixed with Taymar’s tangle of chocolate-brown hair. 
 
   Their clothes were as much a mess as they were, but their faces told a different story. Taymar no longer wore the look of fierce willpower that had been on her face when she’d emerged from her cell. Now, as she lay pinned firmly to the floor, she seemed almost subdued. On the other hand, Nevvis smiled as if nothing had happened.
 
   “Hello, Tay,” he said as if he were addressing an old friend. “How are things?”
 
   A fleeting ripple of contempt played across Taymar’s face before she closed her eyes and twisted her head to the side.
 
   Keeping her wrists secured in one of his fists, Nevvis reached across and picked up the triangle of glass off the floor. That it had originally come from a water glass was barely evident. Taymar had teked it into a deadly sharp blade. “So much for not being armed,” he said, handing the shard up to Sean. “You know, there are other materials you can use to hold liquid. Something a little less lethal, perhaps.”
 
   Sean turned the blood-streaked shank in his hand as he strode into Taymar’s open cell. The light glinted off an edge sharper than any machine-cut blade he’d ever seen. He could have used the bloody thing to shave. 
 
   “Glass is not easily turned into an explosive,” he replied as he rubbed his shoe through a puddle of water that the saturated blanket was no longer willing to absorb. “She’s been making a new weapon every twenty minutes. Been using the converter like some kind of personal alarm. And I’ve not been the tiniest bit suspicious.” Sean turned back to Nevvis, who now stood with Taymar, still well secured in front of him. “Making me look a fecking gimp,” Sean said, pointing the blade at Taymar as he spoke. 
 
   As if yanked by an invisible hand, the blade slid out of Sean’s fist and shot through the air straight for Nevvis and Taymar. Sean yanked his hand back as pain shot up his arm. Taymar beat him to the yelp, though. With a shove from Nevvis, both she and the glass hit the ground simultaneously, Taymar’s stifled grunt not quite covering up the tinkle of shattering glass. Shocked, Sean gaped down at the thin lines of blood beginning to seep from the parallel slices on his palm, then to Nevvis, who once again had Taymar pinned to the floor. 
 
   Blood streamed from the gaping wound down his arm and trickled along the armband that covered most of Taymar’s right forearm. “Captain,” he said, frowning at his arm as if noticing it for the first time, “I need to get to the medical compound right away.” Then, after glancing at Taymar’s sliced hand, he added, “Actually, we both do.”
 
   Nevvis’s comment snapped Sean out of his immobility, and he hurried over to the converter in the cell. An instant later, he was gathering up pressure wraps and sterispray from the converter tray. When he turned to rejoin his passengers, Nevvis, once again, had Taymar on her feet, but this time he had her arms crossed in front of her and her back pressed firmly against his chest. He twisted slightly to offer Sean better access to his seeping wound, and Taymar gave a little jerk, but not much of one. She couldn’t. Based on Nevvis’s grip, Sean was surprised she was able to breathe.
 
   With reasonable skill, Sean wrapped Nevvis’s arm and hit it with the spray. The bandage bubbled and hissed as it cleaned the laceration before it constricted, pulling the gaping wound closed. The stream of blood slowed to a trickle. 
 
   Satisfied, Sean wound the bandage around his bloody hand a couple of times, which stemmed the bleeding significantly. He then turned his attention to Taymar, who was doing her best to ignore them both. When Nevvis held out Taymar’s bloody hand, her wrist still secured in his grip, she leveled a gaze at Sean so filled with contempt and loathing it was as if it were a physical thing reaching into his mind. 
 
   “Bloody hell,” Sean whispered, staring into her savage gray eyes and seeing the weapon Targer had talked about for the first time.
 
   “Dicci, Taymar! Enough already!” Nevvis said, giving her arm a shake. “Open your hand and let him wrap it so we can go get sealed up. These bandages aren’t going to slow the bleeding for long.”
 
   Taymar continued to stare daggers into Sean, but she opened her palm, spreading the gash that the chipped handle had made and starting the fresh stream of nearly black blood seeping down her arm. 
 
   Sean pressed the pads against her palm and wrapped it into place. He could feel her eyes trying to bore a hole in his head as he worked, but he refused to look at her and kept his thoughts focused on his job in hopes of blocking her out of his mind. None too soon, they were patched up enough to make it to the medbay without leaving a trail of blood to mark their path. “Follow me,” he said, turning for the exit.
 
   The converter beeped a warning, and all three of them paused to watch the shards of broken glass disappear into nothing.
 
   “Pity we didn’t wait just a few minutes longer,” Sean said.
 
   “Pity indeed.”
 
   Taymar said nothing as they headed for the medbay.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 - Medical
 
    
 
   Finally outside her prison walls, Taymar sucked in every detail as they traveled the narrow corridors, though they were not as narrow as the Shreet ship’s had been. They could have walked three across, had Nevvis not insisted on keeping her in front of him. Most of the walls were backlit with soft, glowing light, making them appear smooth, like milky white glass. Taymar longed to run her hand along the surface, except that Nevvis still had the one nearest the wall twisted behind her back. He kept just enough pressure on it to remind her that he was there. As if she could forget. His mind still pressed against her every thought. His scent still filled her nostrils. But so did the sweet tang of blood. Taymar smiled as his other hand, the wounded one, clamped down on her shoulder. At least she’d shared a little bit of her pain.
 
   That she had lasted as long as she had against him still shocked her. Why hadn’t he just tagged her to unconsciousness? She reached into his mind, hoping to tease the answer out of his thoughts, but found it as impenetrable as it had ever been. Maybe he couldn’t. Maybe she had somehow blocked him. Maybe her five months away from Drani had given her some sort of temporary immunity to his shakiu.
 
   A tingle of pain ran from her temples to her toes in answer to her speculations. 
 
   <Yeah, well you’re the one bleeding,> she sent, giving her shoulder a healthy bump that she hoped would make its way up his arm.
 
   Nevvis only chuckled in response, which drew a confused look from Captain Sean. When Taymar tried to delve into his mind for information, Nevvis tapped her shaki with more than a tingle. 
 
   Fine, she thought, turning her attention back to the ship. It had to be huge. They had been walking for what felt like forever. The corridor twisted right and left, and the captain was constantly ducking down one of the endless offshoots into a new hallway that looked identical to the one they had left. Occasional displays of blinking lights and pictures popped up on the walls as the group passed, fading back to milk with their departure. Both Nevvis and Captain Sean ignored them. She was just wondering what purpose they could possibly serve when a small group rounded the corner in front of them. 
 
   Two of the people looked like Captain Sean. Well, not exactly like Sean. Neither of them had hair growing out of their faces, but they were the same species to be sure. The other two looked like nothing she had seen before. Neither would have come past her shoulder had they been standing on their toes. Assuming they had toes. While everyone else she had seen on the ship wore the same dark blue pants and shirt, these beings wore long black robes that dragged on the ground behind them. They spoke simultaneously in high-pitched squeaks that were just starting to eat away at Taymar’s brain, when they looked up and saw the captain. All four instantly stopped, standing against the wall to make room. One of the tall men tipped his head to Sean as he walked by, but nothing was said. Taymar twisted around as they passed to watch the creatures scurry away and nearly tripped over her own feet as Nevvis pushed her toward another corridor. 
 
   Sean was regarding them both with obvious disapproval as he paused in front of a closed door. Bushy red eyebrows pushed together to form lines over his nose. His mouth seemed set in a permanent frown. The reason for his scowl wasn’t clear. His mind kept shifting between Nevvis’s blood-soaked arm and Taymar’s captured wrist, but he didn’t say a word. He just turned and swiped his hand in front of the opaque white wall, and then stared at the closed door expectantly. 
 
   After several long, quiet beats, the doors slid open to reveal a shuttle disturbingly like the one in the medcom back on Drani. A solid row of cushioned seats lined three of the white interior walls and, like at the medcom, they all stepped into the shuttle and stood. Nobody spoke.
 
   Just as the doors slid closed, midnight black fingers slipped around the edge of one panel, halting its progress. 
 
   “Pardon me, sir,” said a willowy woman as she stepped into the shuttle and stood nearest Captain Sean. “I have been trying to catch up to you for the better part of an hour.” 
 
   Taymar looked up at the woman and stared. Standing taller than anyone in the shuttle, the woman’s sharp, chiseled features and nearly black complexion were striking. Even her graceful, abbreviated movements as she turned to face the front made her seem more like a sculpture than a living person. Taymar had seen spots that black, but never a whole body. Jaren wasn’t even that dark, and he had the darkest skin she had ever seen. Without a doubt, the woman was beautiful and she wasn’t half as intrigued by Taymar as Taymar was by her. The woman graced Nevvis and Taymar with a cursory glance, and then focused her full attention on Captain Sean. “I knew if I stalked the deck shuttle, I would find you eventually.”
 
   Sean just smiled. By poking around in the woman’s mind, Taymar figured out that her name was Daniil, but telepathy wasn’t needed to work out that the two were close friends. Sean’s warm, broad grin was enough.
 
   With a subtler closed-lip smile of her own, the sculpture continued. “We are being called to section A of the Branite system to rescue a research vessel that has gone cold and is drifting toward Shreet space. Shall I change our heading?”
 
   Taymar glanced from Sean to Daniil and finally to Nevvis, whose mind was as blank as always. They were playing a game. Their minds told her that Daniil had already changed their course, and neither Sean nor Nevvis were surprised to hear about the other ship. But why the show?
 
   “Throw out the ores, Commander. And you need to be telling the crew to put their shoulders into it, won’t you?” Sean said.
 
   The sculpture nodded, a movement of pure grace. But she wasn’t thinking about Sean’s orders. She was wondering why a ship like the Regal would be called to such a mundane task. As Taymar poked around in Sean’s mind, she found him not quite so forthcoming with information, and what little he did reveal quickly dried up.
 
   No doubt to change his train of thought, Sean turned to Nevvis just as the door slid open. “You weren’t expecting the Tanku to send any more cargo ships this way, were you?”
 
   Shoving Taymar before him, Nevvis stepped off the shuttle and scuffed his throat. “It’s hard to say what he will do. I think we are safe for the moment, though.” There was more than one message in those words.
 
   After traveling another trail of curving corridors, they finally arrived at a large blue door. The panel slid open, and she knew from the smell that it was a medical compound. As if driven by a will of their own, her legs peddled backward until she hit the hard wall of Nevvis’s stomach. A sliver of ice slid across her spine; drumming heartbeats filled her ears and swallowing became impossible. 
 
   Nevvis tightened his grip on her wrist. “Taymar,” he warned. “There are two ways to go through that door. I would rather you walked, but I will drag you if I have to. Either way, you are going.” Although his words were harsh, his actions were tender as he attempted in his way to reassure her. He used the injured arm to guide her forward, pressing her close to him as they entered, kneading away the tension in her mind with his telepathy the entire time. “There won’t be any tests. I give you my word. Besides,” he added as another drop of blood fell from the already soaked bandages, “I’m bleeding on the rug. Now let’s go.”
 
   The door behind them slid closed with a soft whoosh and Taymar tried to turn toward the sound, but Nevvis’s grip held firm. She glanced up. His infuriating golden eyes stared back silently, demanding her compliance. There would be no tests. Nevvis never broke his word. That knowledge did little to abate her fear, though, as Sean’s keel jumped into motion the instant he saw Nevvis’s bloody arm. 
 
   As Nevvis tried to guide Taymar toward a nearby bench, two technicians converged on his wound, eventually prying her from him, to his obvious dismay. “Tay, sit right there. Do not move,” he ordered as they dragged him to a similar bench across the room. Taymar glanced around the room and considered making a run for it, but what was the point? If she even made it past the blue door, which was unlikely, where would she go then? Nevvis’s invasive presence in her mind intensified, but she ignored him and took in the surrounding details. 
 
   The keel they called Dr. Lats and two technicians had Nevvis’s arm stripped of the makeshift bandage and were attacking it with a sterilizer wand and a handheld scanner. She watched with mild interest as they positioned a fist-size disk just above Nevvis’s shoulder and released it in the air. The silvery object hovered above Nevvis’s skin for a second, making tiny darting movements. Then, in a sudden burst, it spun. Long, skinny legs snapped out from the sides, extended downward, and attached themselves to Nevvis’s arm like a mutant spider seeking the best hold on its prey. Judging from the way Nevvis’s face abruptly relaxed, Taymar guessed it was a nerve-blocking device. And a creepy one at that.
 
   The ordeal of mending Nevvis’s arm lost its urgency as they began knitting the gash back together with a laser fuser, so Taymar surveyed the room. After all, it wasn’t the first time one or both of them had been sliced open in a fight. She had to admit, though, this time she had gotten him pretty good. A tiny smile slipped through her iron resolve. She had still lost, but not as spectacularly as usual.
 
   Machines covered nearly every spot of wall space around the small treatment area. Some were flush with the wall or set behind the same milky white panels as the ones in the hallway. Other contraptions stuck out on rotating balls so they could be pulled and twisted in any possible direction. 
 
   Along the wall beside each bench/bed combination was a small table, some dotted with bottles and tubes. Others were bare. Taymar twisted her head to find the one by her. A small vial half as long as her pinky finger lay on its side just out of arm’s reach near an opened hypo-injector. They had probably been in the process of reloading the device when she and Nevvis walked in. Still steadily taking in the details of the room and being careful not to pause too long on any one thing, Taymar let her thoughts bounce around as she tracked back to Nevvis. He was watching the technicians. That suggested he hadn’t heard her thoughts. Good. 
 
   As if on cue, the doctor stepped away from Nevvis and snatched the vial she had been targeting off the small table. After snapping it into the injector, he handed it off to one of the waiting technicians and plunged his hands into a small, glowing blue chamber tucked into the adjacent wall. “Your arm will be sore for a while,” he explained, hands still bathing beneath the pulsing light. “But if you will avoid knife fights in the immediate future, I think you will survive.”
 
   “I’ll keep that foremost in my mind,” Nevvis agreed as one of the white-clad technicians removed the spider contraption from his shoulder. Nevvis waved off the technician when he reached up to administer the injection. He gave his arm a healthy shake and then twisted it around to survey the damage. Only two thin red lines remained to mark the place of Taymar’s impressive effort. She was disappointed. Probably sensing her thoughts, Nevvis turned and pointed at Taymar. “I think you need to use that thing on Taymar as well. Her hand is sliced up and she has several cuts on her leg that look pretty bad.”
 
   At the mention of her name, Taymar jumped off the bench and stood ready for the keel’s attack. To her satisfaction, he appeared no more thrilled with having to deal with her than she was with him. Good. Taymar widened her stance to center herself and met the doctor’s eyes. “I will hurt you, keel,” she said, her voice pitched low and steady.
 
   “I don’t doubt that,” the doctor answered, reaching for the laser-fuser. He spread his arms out to his side and took a step toward her. “Just please be kind enough to keep it clean. I can’t stand the sight of my own blood.”
 
   From the corner of her eye, she caught Captain Sean and Nevvis exchanging smiles. Dar, however, appeared to be absolutely serious. When he was within arm’s length, he reached for her injured hand. Shock flooded from his mind when she gave it to him. The doctor had no idea that Nevvis’s thoughts pressed against her will like coiled rope. Had the Dran not been in the room, Taymar’s response would have been much different.
 
   Dar turned her hand palm up and frowned. “I assume you were holding the knife,” he said, pushing at the flayed skin.
 
   Pain shot up her arm as the cuts began trickling blood, but she didn’t move. “I melted a piece of glass. A piece must have chipped off.”
 
   “Silly me. Glass. Of course.” The doctor glanced over at the captain, who stood near the door. Captain Sean only shrugged. Still frowning, Dar stepped in closer, handed the fuser off to a waiting technician, and took the offered nerve-blocking spider device in exchange. Before he managed to even activate the dread contraption, Taymar yanked her hand free of the keel’s grip and stepped into his personal space. With a quick jerk and a well-placed foot, she sent the tiny doctor sprawling against the table nearest the door.
 
   The room burst into a state of chaos. Taymar’s nerves flared in pain as Nevvis tapped her shaki, but he didn’t touch her. His path was blocked by Captain Sean and a technician who were both trying to squeeze their way around a bed to get to her. As a female technician knelt to help the doctor to his feet, the captain managed to break the impasse near the bed and was heading her way, determination darkening his green eyes. However intimidating his intentions may have been, the captain had no idea how inconsequential his threat he was. The Dran near the door was the real problem, and he hadn’t moved.
 
   Another wave of liquid fire coursed through her system. Taymar stumbled back against one of the beds and forced air into her lungs. That was the key to holding out against the Dran’s shakiu. Focus. She wrapped her mind around the bed and tried to yank it free of the wall, but another wave of pain broke her connection. She managed to send a tray of equipment flying in Sean’s general direction, but before it landed, she collapsed to the floor in agony. Hands grabbed at her arms and legs, but then just as quickly, they all stepped away. 
 
   “Tay,” Nevvis said, his face hovering before hers. The pain was all but gone. He left just enough to make his point. “You will not, under any circumstances, hurt the people on this ship. Do you understand me?” 
 
   Taymar scooted backward on the floor so she wasn’t directly under him and pushed herself up onto her elbows. A small, bloody handprint marked the floor where she had touched it. “Then they better not try to hurt me.”
 
   “Taymar. I am deadly serious about this.”
 
   “So am I.”
 
   For a long moment, they stared at each other in stony silence. The air between them was becoming too thick to breathe when Nevvis finally broke the standoff. He glanced down at the blood trickling from her palm and shifted back on his heels. The rest of the pain vanished. “They are not trying to hurt you. They just want to seal your cuts. Just like they did mine.”
 
   Taymar glanced down at her hand and curled it into a ball. Before she could protest, Nevvis wrapped his hand around her clenched fist and spoke. “No, it won’t be all right. It will get crusty and infected. It needs to be sealed.”
 
   The fact that he could hear her thoughts despite her shields was bad enough. That he could anticipate them was completely unacceptable. But, he was right, which only made it that much worse. “Fine. The keel can seal it, but he’s not putting that spider thing on me.”
 
   Confusion rippled across Nevvis’s face, but it was brief. “The nerve blocker? That’s what you’re having a problem with?”
 
   “I won’t let them use it on me.”
 
   Nevvis cocked his head, his expression incredulous. Everything about him said you will if I say you will, but he finally shrugged. “Okay. No blocker. It’s going to hurt.”
 
   Taymar returned his incredulous expression. “You’re joking, right?”
 
   Without comment, Nevvis stood, grabbed her wrist, and pulled her to her feet. Still holding her arm, he nodded his head toward the scattered equipment and the overturned tray. “You need to pick those up.”
 
   Dar started stammering a thanks-but-no-thanks comment, but before he managed a fully coherent sentence, Taymar teked the tray back onto its wheels and whisked the fallen paraphernalia back onto the shiny surface, ignoring the room full of gawking people as she did it. Her time on Daryus had conditioned her to the shock her telekinesis usually caused. People thought mentally manipulated objects would float through the air like a drunk ghost. Why, she didn’t know. It was no different than moving things by hand. 
 
   When she finished, she yanked her fist free of Nevvis’s grip and shoved it toward the waiting doctor, enjoying his involuntary jump when she did. He stared at the open palm with obvious suspicion.
 
   “Well, get it over with,” Taymar prompted.
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want the blocker?”
 
   Taymar cocked her head in his direction.
 
   “Okay, then.” The doctor took the laser fuser from the waiting technician and gave her one last look before activating it against her skin. Pain surged up Taymar’s arm. Acting on its own, her arm yanked back and her fist closed against the burning light, but a hand came from behind and encircled her wrist. A little embarrassed, she didn’t comment when Nevvis stepped in close behind her and pulled her arm back down for the doctor to try again. His presence was annoying enough to help her refocus. It was pride over pain, and that was a battle she could win any day. As the doctor alternated between sterilizing and sealing the myriad of cuts, except for the occasional flinch, she remained still.
 
   “She has some on her leg as well,” Nevvis said, finally stepping away. “They have gone untreated and are now infected.”
 
   The doctor leveled an expression of exasperation at Nevvis that, in true Nevvis fashion, went completely ignored. He probably didn’t see the equally disapproving frown coming from Sean, who was on a different bench being attacked by a different technician. Without a doubt, he heard it, though.
 
   He patted the bench nearest him. “Now, hop up here and be good,” he said with a small smile.
 
   Taymar walked over to a different bench and pushed herself up onto it. After a moment, the doctor followed with a technician in tow.
 
   As the doctor began scrubbing the dried blood off of her calf, Nevvis took to surveying the room. He poked at a machine protruding from the wall, picked up what looked like a giant fish eye from a table, turned it back and forth in his hand before replacing it, and finally set off some sort of alarm by trying to twist a screen around to see what was on the other side. Taymar was so engrossed in watching the two technicians ushering Nevvis away from their beloved equipment that she yelped when the laser sealer hit her skin. Nevvis spun to face her, but she waved him off. “I’m fine. Don’t hover. You’re bad enough from over there.”
 
   At that, Nevvis shook his head and disappeared around a corner. His mind was as closed as ever, so Taymar gave the doctor’s efforts her full attention. The technician holding his tray of tools, a female about Taymar’s height, wore a coil of brown braids only slightly darker than her skin piled high on her head. Taymar teked one of the braids and lifted it just enough to make the woman jerk her head. After a pause, she teked a different braid and then another and yet another, until the woman swiped at the invisible assailant, nearly dumping the tray in the process. As the woman looked around in confusion, Taymar pretended to watch the doctor and waited. 
 
   When she teked the woman’s braid again, the technician spun around, flinging blood-soaked pads and sterilizing cream across the room. Dr. Lats glanced up in confusion, and Taymar mimicked his expression as she watched the woman hurrying to clean up the mess. The doctor stared back at Taymar. 
 
   “I didn’t do it,” she said.
 
   He didn’t look convinced.
 
   “What? I’ve been sitting right here…” Taymar broke off as shock surged from Nevvis’s mind. An instant later, he came rushing around the corner. 
 
   “Something is terribly wrong with that woman in there,” he said, his tone demanding, almost angry.
 
   Dr. Lats dropped the sealer on the table and hurried to a vid display set into an adjacent wall. After tapping in a series of commands and after scrolling through the resulting numbers, he glanced at Captain Sean, who had joined him at the screen, and then turned back to Nevvis. “She’s the same. No change. Her mind is in a coma, but her body acts as if it’s running a marathon. It’s all I can do to keep her heart rate below a terminal threshold.”
 
   “Do you know what’s become of her?” Captain Sean asked.
 
   “That is Ranealla?” Nevvis asked. His appreciation for her physical attributes leaked from his normally sealed mind. In fact, the Dran was enamored. 
 
   “She is, indeed.”
 
   Taymar prepared herself for the lecture she was certain would come. And let it come. Not even Nevvis could force her to release someone she had looped. He had tried the time she looped Targer, but in the end, she alone could undo the knots that kept her victims trapped in their own subconsciousness. And Ranealla the skalla wouldn’t be freed anytime soon. Taymar examined the partially sealed gash on her calf and did her best to appear disinterested in the sudden mayhem around her. 
 
   “Tay,” Nevvis said, from where he stood near the far wall. “You have to let her go.”
 
   “I really don’t,” she replied without looking up. “The little skalla wants to sneak around in people’s minds? She can deal with the consequences.”
 
   “She’s not like us,” Nevvis insisted, taking a step closer to the bed. “Her mind doesn’t work like ours. You have to let her go.”
 
   Taymar poked at her leg, prodding fresh blood from the unsealed part of the wound.
 
   “She’s dying, Taymar. You’re killing her.”
 
   At that, Taymar looked up. His brows were furled in concern and frustration. His normal pleasant, noncommittal smile was replaced with a frown, and genuine fear radiated from his mind. He sincerely believed the woman was dying.
 
   Taymar pushed the doctor’s abandoned equipment aside and hopped off the bench. Dr. Lats hurried to stop her, but Captain Sean blocked him as she brushed by and wound her way to the dimly lit room housing the telepath she already hated.
 
   It wasn’t hard to understand what had grabbed Nevvis’s attention. The woman was stunning, even in a coma. Her skin was so white it nearly glowed in the dark room, and it presented a startling contrast to the pool-of-space black hair puddled beneath her head. Curves rolled into bumps and smoothed into muscle-bound planes in all the right places, and the whole thing rose and fell in short, gasping breaths. Taymar reached out and brushed the woman’s mind. Suffocating darkness greeted her.
 
   “I wonder why she did that,” Taymar mumbled to herself as she probed deeper into the unresponsive mind.
 
   “You’re the one who did that, Tay. Not her,” Nevvis said from directly over her shoulder.
 
   Taymar shook her head and shoved him away. Leaning over Ranealla’s panting body, Taymar dropped her mental shield and plunged into the woman’s mind. The shadow of Nevvis’s thoughts clung to her own as the Dran followed her in, but Taymar ignored him. Let him see what she was doing. It wouldn’t help; every mind was different, every looping unique. And without telekinesis, he would never be able to undo it. 
 
   Ignoring Nevvis’s lurking thoughts, Taymar immersed herself in the vacuum of Ranealla’s subconsciousness. Normally, the mind was a torrent of images and memories all crashing together at an impossible pace. Only a skilled and experienced telepath could sort through the chaos and come out with something useful, which was the difference between those who called themselves telepaths and those who really were. 
 
   Instead of the hum of mental noise, Taymar found only deadly silence. Instead of images, only tiny threads of light twisted into a network of webs disturbed the emptiness. They were to be expected, of course. Taymar had gone through great efforts to put them there. But where a mind should have been struggling to free itself of the bindings, Ranealla’s thoughts simply didn’t exist.
 
   One by one, Taymar dissolved the tiny balls of light using her thoughts and a gentle nudge from her teke. With each thought she unlooped, Taymar waited for Ranealla to come screaming forward, but the darkness continued in unsettling perfection. The loops were created in that emptiness. Taymar had hit her opponent with enough mental force to cause a momentary mental blackout, and in that instant she had used Ranealla’s emerging thoughts to create a web. The more she tried to think her way out of it, the more twisted up she would get. Basically, it was like working out a complicated equation in a dream state. But Ranealla wasn’t trying to work anything out; she simply wasn’t there. 
 
   As the last of the knots dissolved, Taymar called out telepathically into the darkness of Ranealla’s mind. When nothing changed, Taymar shoved her thoughts forward, effectively screaming into the other woman’s mind, but was rewarded with only the cavernous darkness. 
 
   Throwing caution aside, Taymar climbed up on the table and grabbed Ranealla by the shoulders. “Wake up,” she screamed both mentally and physically. “Why are you hiding?” She felt Nevvis pull away, but didn’t bother trying to see why. Instead, she gave Ranealla another violent shake. “Stop sleeping! Wake up.” 
 
   Like a swimmer finally coming up for air, Ranealla jolted upright, sucking in a long, deep breath. Her eyes flew open, and she stared openmouthed at Taymar. Fear and shock flooded her newly freed mind.
 
   Before the telepath could form words, Taymar dropped down off the table and wiped her newly sealed hand across her filthy pants. It itched. And it had evil telepath on it. 
 
   “Really?” Nevvis asked, making her jump. She had forgotten he was there. How that was even possible she didn’t have time to figure out, because the ridiculous woman was trying to speak and making a mess of it.
 
   Taymar looked over at Nevvis and smirked. “Learn anything…ki?”
 
   “What did…what...” The keel rushed over to help the frail telepath as she tried to sit up. The process was going about as well as her slurred speaking. “How did you do that? Why did you do that?”
 
   After giving Nevvis an eye roll, since he obviously found this new telepath intriguing, Taymar turned to face the woman now sitting sideways on the bed. She was beautiful, that much was true enough. Delicate was the word that described her best. Like the skeletal shell of a spent brakeal crystal. Even her ears ended in a long, fragile point that fell back with her sheet of black hair. But, beautiful or not, she had poked around where she didn’t belong and was the reason Taymar was on the ship and not on Daryus, where she belonged. “You shouldn’t stick your mind out there unless you know how to keep it from getting slapped down. Next time, I may not let you go.”
 
   Ranealla only stared, as did the rest of them, Nevvis included. Exactly what he was thinking, Taymar wasn’t sure, but she knew he would be asking questions soon enough. And let him ask. 
 
   When Ranealla couldn’t manage a second cohesive sentence, Taymar turned back to Nevvis. “Can we go now? My leg is fine. My hand is fine.” She glanced over at Captain Sean, who was still standing near the entry. “Your pet is fine.” Without waiting for an answer, she headed into the main room, intent on the door. A brief stab of pain made her stop just in front of it. 
 
   Behind her, Nevvis asked the doctor about her leg. “I don’t think it will give her trouble. If it does, just bring her back,” the doctor replied, but his mind screamed out his hope to never see Taymar again. 
 
   “I’ll have security show you to your cabin,” Captain Sean said. “I can’t be saying what you want for accommodations for Taymar, but I’m a might reluctant to put much more than a blanket in her cell, given what she managed with a glass of water.”
 
   “The room will be fine, Captain. For both of us.”
 
   Taymar could hear Captain Sean’s argument pouring from his mind long before any words found their way to his lips. Apparently, so could Nevvis. “Taymar will be more secure with me than in a cell.”
 
   At those words, Taymar’s stomach threatened to jump out of her throat. She wanted to run or scream or something, but she knew it would do no good. She would never even reach the hall before the pain would become paralyzing. Instead, she just turned to the door and waited the whole time, forcing air through her collapsing lungs.
 
   His frustration leaking out of his mind like the spoken word, the captain brushed past Taymar without a backward glance and swiped his hand across the door sensor. The door slid open to reveal two uniformed guards just on the other side. When Captain Sean had called for them, Taymar had no idea. After a terse word with the two men, the captain headed down the corridor and disappeared. 
 
   “This way, sir,” the shorter of the two said to Nevvis before heading down the same corridor, but in the opposite direction. 
 
   Nevvis tried to drop his hand on Taymar’s shoulder, but she jerked away and headed after the guard. Not surprisingly, the second guard fell in behind Nevvis. They made their way to the deck shuttle, and just like before, all four of them stood in silence as the small box conveyed them in silence to Nevvis’s new room. Always to Nevvis’s room, Nevvis’s house, Nevvis, Nevvis, Nevvis! The small vial hidden beneath her waistband felt as if it were growing as she stood there trying not to think of it. She focused on the blinking lights and swirling patterns beneath the milky surface on the walls instead.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12 – Together
 
    
 
   All too soon, the guard stopped in front of a door and swiped it open. “The ambassador’s suite, sir,” he said, stepping back slightly.
 
   “Thank you. This will do just fine.”
 
   Taymar’s feet stopped just outside the door. They refused to step inside and she didn’t blame them. A small nudge from Nevvis propelled her forward, and the door slid closed behind her. Nevvis’s door. The door to Nevvis’s cabin. Her heart about leaped out of her throat when Nevvis bumped her shoulder as he slipped past, his huge yawn echoing in the silence. 
 
   “Find somewhere and sit,” he ordered, looking around the small apartment. He disappeared around a narrow partition. 
 
   The cabin consisted of a main area that served as both the entertainment room and the bedroom. A couch, chair, and short table arranged in a small semi-circle took up the majority of the space. To the side of the grouping was a bed built into a well-disguised nook in the wall. The bed was actually built on a stack of drawers. A small bed table stuck out to the side on one end, while a narrow panel that Taymar guessed to be a closet completed the nook on the other end. Across the room, opposite the bed, was a small round table. 
 
   Taymar skirted the couch to peek around the archway Nevvis had disappeared through. He was bent over some sort of converter in a tiny kitchen. He tried to give her a reproving glance, but since she didn’t care if he approved of her behavior or not, it didn’t take. Instead, she continued her assessment of the room. It was a short assessment. The only other door was at the far end of the cabin. It had to be the washroom. The walls were sparsely decorated, and aside from the main pieces of furniture, the cabin was essentially empty.
 
   Taymar looked back at the couch and, inviting as it was, she decided to stand. The door wasn’t locked. Yet. Maybe all wasn’t lost. She just needed to get to another shuttle. It was a fair bet that Nevvis wouldn’t approve of that plan, so he would need to stay behind, which meant he would need to be unconscious. Her thoughts went unbidden to the vial she was hiding, and she rushed to replace them with images of Ranealla as she searched the room for something heavy or moldable. Everything seemed to be made of some kind of metal, which took too much focus to try to reform. He would catch her the second she tried. She glanced at the viewer in the center of the table. Maybe it was heavy.
 
   “Tay,” he said from behind her.
 
   She jumped and spun, ready to swing, but the space was empty. He smiled at her from the archway, a glass in each hand. “I hate it when you do that!” she said.
 
   “All I did was call your name.”
 
   “You projected it at me, and you know I hate that.”
 
   “Well, I was trying to keep you from doing something stupid. Like throwing a viewer at me. Come sit down.” He pointed to the couch with a glass. “You couldn’t launch a shuttle now even if you could get to one, which you can’t.”
 
   “I’ll stand.”
 
   “Look,” he demanded, walking around to set one of the glasses on the couch table. “Look out the window.” The scene visible through the small opening looked more like a splatter painting than space. It was black, with areas of purple marbled into it. Wavy red, yellow, orange, and white lines streaked in long patterns down either side of the ship’s obvious path. “We’re tunneling through space right now,” Nevvis explained after a long drink. “Not only would this ship not let you launch a shuttle, but if you did, it would implode into so many particles you wouldn’t even register as space debris.”
 
   Nevvis shook his head in dismay. “I will never know how you managed to steal a shuttle from an Alliance starship—and make it to a planet, for that matter—without getting caught. Or killed.”
 
   “I borrowed some pilot’s brain,” she answered, dropping down onto the couch.
 
   “Did you give it back?” Nevvis asked with a smile as he settled on a spot next to her.
 
   When Taymar turned to answer him, he was yawning again, which of course not only made her yawn, but also reminded her of just how tired she really was. Tired and famished. She hadn’t eaten in what felt like days, and was thinking about a hot meal when Nevvis’s hand on her neck made her jump.
 
   “Be still,” he demanded, picking a small twig out of her hair. “You’re filthy. You need to wash.” As he spoke, Nevvis softly brushed her hair back from her face. It was not his words that kept her sitting on the couch, but the pressure of his mind on hers. It had been a hard lesson to learn, but she was finally wise enough to know that with Nevvis she had to choose her battles carefully. Many, many days in isolation had taught her that. Fighting with Nevvis over playing with her hair would only result in him touching more than that. So, instead, she used the one weapon she always had: her mouth.
 
   “If you don’t like the way I smell, ki, then why don’t you get away from me? There is a perfectly good chair right over there.”
 
   He made a production of sniffing the air. “No, it won’t work. You truly stink. More than usual, I mean.”
 
   Taymar shot him her best intimidating glare, but it didn’t take. They had that in common. He only laughed and stood. “Taymar,” he said, handing her the glass from the couch table, “you are fun to watch. Drink some water and follow me. The washroom is over here. You can go first.”
 
   She set the glass on the counter near the converter as they passed, and pushed ahead to swipe open the door at the far end. The room was small, but well equipped. It had a sink with a mirror and a small door that opened to reveal the waste area. On the other side was a glass box that held the steam jets.
 
   As soon as Nevvis left, Taymar peeled away her clothes and stared in amazement at the lines of grime that were suddenly visible. She sniffed herself. Maybe she did stink, after all. The shower box was tiny, barely big enough to raise her arms up over her head without elbowing the sides as she pulled the cap down over her hair. Engaging the cap activated the jets, and hot, moist mist came shooting out of the walls in every direction. The swirl of blood and dirt collecting on the floor was quickly lost as steam filled the small space like a warm blanket. Her muscles loosened one by one, and she leaned against the wall in ecstasy while the hair cap apparatus pushed and pulled, massaging her scalp.
 
   Too soon, the jets stopped. She could have stayed in there all day, but the program had a time limit, and hers was up. After allowing the air jets to dry her, Taymar reluctantly left the box much cleaner, but twice as exhausted. Sitting on the counter where her clothes had been was a long-sleeve shirt that certainly didn’t belong to her. She picked it up and sniffed it. Nevvis. Although she hadn’t been looking forward to putting on her dirty clothes, not having the choice wasn’t acceptable.
 
   The material kept sticking to her still-damp skin as she wrestled with the tunic, and Taymar was ready to murder him by the time she finally swiped open the door. “Where are my clothes?” she demanded to the empty room. Cold air hit her legs and she paused. Nevvis was taller than she was by far, but the shirt was still only a shirt. It barely came down to her mid-thigh. Not. Acceptable. <Nevvis!> she sent with as much force as she dared use with him. <I want my underclothes back. At least.>
 
   “I already disposed of them,” he said as he rounded the corner with a change of clothes in his hand. “I’ll get you some new things tomorrow. There wasn’t much left of the others, anyhow. Besides,” he added, stopping in front of her, “my shirt looks rather flattering on you, and your clothes smelled particularly bad. Do they not wash on Daryus?”
 
   He didn’t wait for an answer, which was good, because she didn’t have one. He just scooted around her and swiped open the door, releasing the last bits of lingering steam. “Now listen,” he said from the doorway. “I’ve already had my fill of Taymar pandemonium. Just order some dinner from the converter and eat it. I’m way too tired to be even a little bit tolerant. Do you need anything from in here? Because, unlike you, I plan on locking the door.”
 
   “Unless you are putting up a dinisolate field, a locked door won’t help you. Is there anything in there to comb my hair with? It’s still wet. And a towel.”
 
   Nevvis stared down at her, his aggravation as clear in his expression as it was in his presence in her mind. He was right at the edge, just where she liked to keep him. She grabbed her sopping hair in her fist and gave it a shake, spraying water across the room. “Dripping here. In need of a towel.”
 
   His chest rose and fell as he sucked in a long, slow, calming breath before retreating into the room. A small black towel flew out. Taymar caught it and was wrapping it around her soaked hair when a hairbrush shot out of the opened door with way too much speed to have been tossed. Taymar teked it to a stop an arm’s length from her face and held it there as the door slid closed and clicked. <Didn’t even have to try,> she sent before heading to the converter, the hairbrush in tow. 
 
   The converter was a much simpler version of the one in Nevvis’s house. Like the Drani version, it offered a series of menu options on the viewer that helped narrow down the food choices. However, unlike Nevvis’s, it seemed to have only nine or ten variations on the same food theme. Since food was food, Taymar punched a few buttons at random and set about yanking the brush through her tangled hair as the converter worked its magic. She was mid-braid when it announced its success with three beeps. She ignored it. Braid in one hand, she started digging through drawers instead.
 
   “What are you doing?” Nevvis asked.
 
   “Looking for something to tie my hair with.” She swiped the opening on the drawer beside the bed, but it ignored her. She tried again. The converter sounded off behind her, but the drawer only blinked orange. He had locked it, which meant his laser key was in there. She glanced over at the main entry. A tiny box blinked above the door. He had set a dinisolate field. The skall had set the field. The converter beeped twice, but stopped shy of the third beep. Nevvis had shut it off. She stood and faced him. 
 
   His tawny yellow hair was finger-combed and fell haphazardly just to his ears. Long, for a Dran. Among Arleles, long hair was a sign of confidence. If you could hold your own in a fight, long hair wasn’t a liability. Dran didn’t bother with such things. Not usually. He looked good. He always looked good. His loose brown pants and tan tunic did nothing to hide his rock-hard body. Amber eyes followed her movement with wary alertness, but his expression remained casual. Bored, even. Nobody that knew him was fooled by it, though, and she was not the exception. 
 
   He reached up and pulled away the towel that had been draped over the back of his neck. She would be hard-pressed to twist it tight enough to do damage before he tagged her, but he wasn’t taking any chances. Good-looking and smart. An unfortunate combination. 
 
   She watched him watching her for another few heartbeats before he finally spoke. “Did you really think I was going to give you run of the ship?” 
 
   Taymar couldn’t answer. The air she sucked in didn’t seem to fill her lungs. Her teeth clamped together as if they alone were keeping her from blowing apart, and if she opened her mouth the tattered thread of control she now had would snap. The room blurred until the only thing still in focus was the Dran with the golden eyes.
 
   Nevvis widened his stance a tiny bit. Finding his center. Preparing for her attack. “We both know how this ends, Tay. Don’t do it. Get yourself under control, or I will do it for you.”
 
   Not for the first time, she cursed the barren room. She needed to bombard him with projectiles, but everything was fastened down. By the time she could yank them free, he would be on her. He was already in her head. His presence weighed on her mind like a massive hand ready to crush her. But he didn’t. Without question, he knew what she was thinking. He knew she was formulating her attack, yet he did nothing. She swallowed what felt like a wad of lint in her throat and forced in a full breath. He could have tagged her, but he didn’t. That had to be worth something.
 
   Without thinking about it so as not to warn him, she teked the towel out of his hand hard enough to leave a burn, and stopped it in the air over the couch. Shock flashed across his face. It was brief, but profoundly satisfying. Without taking her eyes from his, she slowly ripped a strip off the side of the towel before letting it fall onto the cushion. Then, snatching the still hovering strip from the air as she passed it, she slipped around Nevvis, took her food from the converter, and dropped it on the table. After rebraiding her hair and tying it off with the strip of black towel, she sat down to eat. Only then did Nevvis return to the converter, presumably to order his own dinner.
 
   The food was questionable. It looked like some sort of left-over dish, different foods all mushed together—an abomination of greens and yellows and browns. She poked her finger into the middle and took a taste. It was tepid but not horrible, so she teked it back to hot and realized she had no utensils. 
 
   “Here,” Nevvis said from near the partition.
 
   Taymar looked up and caught the spoon he tossed. “Aren’t you worried I will shape this into a knife and slit your throat with it?”
 
   “A little bit,” he said, from the other side of the wall. 
 
   She smiled and scooped up a bite. “We are tunneling to Drani?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Because we are going to get station diagrams instead?”
 
   Nevvis’s head popped out around the partition, his expression grim. <Don’t say that out loud. What do you know about the space station?>
 
   <Nothing. I heard you and Captain Sean not talking about it. What is the space station?>
 
   The converter sounded off and he disappeared again. <Don’t worry about it. Get those thoughts out of your head, or you are going to get someone killed.> He stepped out from behind the wall and held out two glasses of water.
 
   Taymar teked them slowly over to the table as Nevvis went back to the converter. “I’m just going to keep asking until you either tell me or I figure it out. Save yourself the frustration.”
 
   The converter tried to beep, but it only managed a sad squeak before Nevvis canceled it. A second later he rounded the partition, plate in hand, and sat across from her. <I’m serious, Taymar. Hundreds of thousands of lives are at stake. Just let it go.>
 
   <You don’t really think that’s going to work, do you?>
 
   He stared at her, fork paused in the air. His dinner looked far more appealing than hers did. Typical.
 
   “Food’s getting cold,” she said, shoveling up another bite.
 
   <The Shreet. The people who launched the raid against Drani. Skinbraids and blue skin. You know who I am talking about?>
 
   <Yeah. We met, remember? Arleles and Dran, all packed nice and tight into one big room. Lots of blood. I may have mentioned it. And many of them are yellow or orange.>
 
   Nevvis took a bite before continuing, which made her inexplicably happy. <They have been taking over planets on this side of the sector,> he sent as he chewed his food. <The Alliance can’t stop them because the Shreet are more advanced and they have built a massive space station that they are using to manufacture their technology.> He took a long drink and looked across the table at her. <If we don’t stop them, they will control Drani. So you understand why you can’t let even a memory of this escape.>
 
   Taymar shrugged. <Maybe they aren’t so bad? Maybe taking over Drani wouldn’t be so bad. They have the most amazing feet.> Nevvis’s fork banged into the bottom of his plate, but she continued. <What does any of that have to do with picking up diagrams?>
 
   After a pause, he took another bite. <Schematics. To the space station, and the flux on the other side of it.> He swallowed and added, “Did they have any other telepaths on the ship?”
 
   “You mean other than the hundreds of Dran? How could I possibly know the answer to that? There was so much mindfill in that room I couldn’t hear myself most of the time, let alone tell if there were any skinhair telepaths.”
 
   Nevvis nodded. The room grew silent but for the clicking of the forks against bowls for a while as each of them retreated into their own thoughts. Nevvis finally broke the silence. “Your friend Jalkean is missing.”
 
   “What do you mean, missing?”
 
   “He hasn’t been found. Do you think he could have been on that ship you turned around?”
 
   “Like I said, it was total chaos in there. I don’t know another way to describe it. He could have been standing next to me, and I might not have known it.” Taymar took a drink and continued. “I will tell you this. The Arleles would have helped the skinhairs if they had just shown us a little bit of respect. Imagine that. Arleles working with the Shreet.” 
 
   Nevvis almost spit out his food, choking back a laugh. “What a fantastic idea. We will put Arleles on the space station. You guys would be better than time-detonating bombs. Just when the Shreet start thinking they have something great, all their shiny new Arleles will start fighting each other and blowing up their ship. Excellent plan. And the best part is that they won’t have any way to turn you guys off.”
 
   Taymar went back to her food. It was bad enough that he was right. He didn’t have to be so smug about it. “Well, someone helped the Shreet with the raid on Drani,” Taymar countered. “And it wasn’t an Arlele.”
 
   “You’re right. It was a Dran; that much is certain.”
 
   <You think it was Jalkean?> Taymar sent, suddenly realizing she cared far too much for the kar. But Dran or not, he had been her only friend.
 
   “No,” Nevvis said, but he waited just a bit too long. In an obvious effort to change the subject, Nevvis scooted his plate back and sat up. “What do you know about Ranealla?”
 
   “As much as you do. She is a full telepath, but she sends…weird.”
 
   “Weird how?”
 
   “She sends in chunks. Whole thoughts. It’s really hard to understand her. I think that’s why she got stuck. I don’t know why you like her.”
 
   “She was just doing her job. She’s probably very likeable.”
 
   “Likeable to look at, maybe. She strikes me as meek and mealy.”
 
   “New vocabulary words?” Nevvis said, gathering his dishes. “There is such a thing as grace and elegance, you know.”
 
   Taymar picked up her bowl and scooped the last bit of food into her mouth.
 
   “Then again, maybe you don’t.”
 
   Not even trying to hide her grin, Taymar sent her dishes to the top of Nevvis’s pile and wandered over to the tiny window. They were still tunneling. At least they weren’t tunneling their way to Drani. Not yet, at least. She stifled a shudder at the thought. Going back to Drani would be the end of her. If they didn’t term her outright, which they likely would, they would send her to sakuritu. She would never survive that; it would kill her for sure. And even if she somehow avoided that horror, without Jalkean there to help soften the blow of the tests, she would never survive them. Any way around it, she was lost if she didn’t escape before they turned their heading toward Drani.
 
   The gentle brush of Nevvis’s hand over the back of her head interrupted her thoughts. Without thinking, Taymar pulled away, but Nevvis didn’t appear to notice. “I’m sorry about Jalkean,” he said, still running his fingers through her hair. “He isn’t necessarily dead. Just missing. Things are a mess in Newete right now. He may still show up.”
 
   Taymar shrugged. She didn’t mean it and she knew he could read the truth in her thoughts, but it was what she still had: indifference. That, and a passionate need to get off the Regal or die trying.
 
   Nevvis stepped away. She continued staring, mesmerized at the waves of color streaking by the portal. Behind her, a drawer slid open. Something tinged as metal hit metal, and then he was beside her again. “Let’s get some sleep,” he said. “I’m exhausted.”
 
   “I should be, but I’m not.”
 
   “You will be, when you slow down. Come on.”
 
   Taymar turned. He stood, laser key in hand, ushering her toward the bed with his body language.
 
   “No,” she said. “No to both of them.” With that, she turned away and circled around to the couch. “I’ll sleep right here. That, or put me back in a cell. Those are your choices.”
 
   Nevvis put on his serious face. She hated that face. It was the one he used when he was going to win, no matter what. “I wish I could, but no. You are sleeping on the bed.”
 
   “What does that even mean, you wish you could? Of course you can. You are not binding my arms together, and I am not sleeping next to you on that bed.”
 
   “Why does everything have to be so much work with you? Just do it. Just follow directions. This once. Maybe the shock will kill me. You never know.”
 
   “Nevvis, no. Dicci! Don’t you understand what I’ve lost already?” She hid her banded arm behind her back. “Don’t take this, too. I’ll sleep on the bed. That’s fine. You sleep on the couch, but you are not binding my arms. You’re not. I mean that, Nevvis. You’re not.”
 
   “And spend all night waiting for a manipulated chunk of metal to make a dive for my skull? No thanks.” He pointed to the bed. “You’re staying right next to me so I know what you’re up to. Please, Tay. Don’t force this. Let’s just go to bed and hope tomorrow doesn’t come for a very long time.”
 
   “I’d be dead, if it weren’t for you.”
 
   Nevvis jerked his head, surprise rippling into confusion.
 
   “If it weren’t for you coming to find me, I’d be lost. Just like Kar Jalkean, I would be a missing casualty of the raid.” She ran her hand over her damp hair. “Right now I would be living in my own house, where I could come and go as I pleased. I would have a sarokk for a roommate, and maybe even a friend. Because if it weren’t for you, Nevvis, I would be dead. And right now, more than anything in the world, I wish you were dead.”
 
    She dropped her arms to her side and sucked in a long, slow breath. “I have never hated you, and I guess I really don’t even now, but like nothing I have ever wanted in my life except my freedom, I want you gone.”
 
   Nevvis stood in silence. At first he just stared at the floor, his creased brow speaking volumes to how deep her words had cut. When he did finally look up, he wouldn’t look her in the eye. He started to say something, but apparently thought better of it. Instead, he walked over to the bed.
 
   Without comment, he pulled off his shirt and pants, folded them, and slid them in the unlocked drawer. His laser key dangled from his fingers. He watched it swing for a few moments before closing it up in his fist. “I will offer you this and only this,” he said, still not turning to face her. “If you promise me you will behave tonight, I will not activate your band, but you are sleeping right here next to me, so I can get some sleep too.”
 
   It was the best offer she was going to get. To be honest, it was more than she expected. She didn’t like it, but it was better than the alternative. <Agreed,> she sent.
 
   Turning to face her, Nevvis met her eyes, his amber gaze staring into her soul. “Don’t break a promise with me, Tay. Give me your word and keep it.”
 
   She nodded and crossed over in front of him to climb up on the bed. Suddenly, every bone in her body seemed to double in weight, and the soft bed began pulling her in before her head hit the pillow. 
 
   Metal dinged again, his laser key hitting the drawer. Taymar scooted as close to the wall as she could and rolled onto her back.
 
    “Lights,” Nevvis called as he slid under the covers. He shifted around, finding a comfortable spot, and finally dropped his hand on her shoulder. It was his link to her thoughts. As telepaths went, Nevvis was in a category by himself. He would be able to channel her thoughts all night without even trying as long as he was touching her. If it did take effort, it didn’t take much of it.
 
   Taymar adjusted her pillow and stared at the shadows the floor lights cast on the low ceiling. What was Rook thinking? Did she know what had happened? Surely somebody would tell her. Taymar thought of her sarokk and smiled. Rook would take care of her, of that Taymar was certain. Assuming she made it home. Sarokks were clever. She would make it. The memory of her poking her little blue head up over the couch was so vivid she could almost smell the light musk the creature left behind. Her home on Daryus hadn’t been much larger than the room she was in now, but it had been hers and that made all the difference. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Nevvis said, his voice barely more than a whisper. “This wasn’t my first choice.” 
 
   “Yeah,” Taymar said. “Mine, either.” 
 
   Nevvis shifted his hand so his fingers slid closer to her neck, but didn’t respond.
 
   “What will happen to me when we get back to Drani?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he said with a shrug.
 
   “Sakuritu?”
 
   He didn’t answer right away. His body tensed at her question, but, as usual, his mind was as silent as a dinisolate field. “Maybe,” he said finally. “Probably.”
 
   Now it was Taymar’s turn to be silent. Her mind hit full panic, and only the pressure of Nevvis’s hand on her abdomen and his mind on hers kept her from jumping out of the bed. <I won’t survive it,> she sent, unable to swallow the terror in her throat enough to speak.
 
   “Save that trouble for another day,” he said, working his calming magic on her mind. “We have enough to deal with right now. Just go to sleep. You’re exhausted. You need sleep. We both do. Shansu, Tay. Shansu.”
 
   Shansu. The closest universal translation to that was peace. Yeah. Right. Easy for him to say. Despite her efforts to push him out, his calming presence chased away the panic and left her fully depleted. His hand on her shoulder was heavy and somehow comforting, and then it wasn’t there at all as sleep consumed her.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13 – Attack
 
    
 
   It was his bladder that finally brought Nevvis back to the world of the living. Somewhere in the back of his mind was a vague memory of Tay waking him up to relieve herself. He hadn’t been that smart, and now he wondered if he would make it.
 
   Slipping from the bed so as not to wake Taymar, Nevvis hurried to the washroom. When he finished, he pulled on the midnight blue tunic and black pants he had worn the night before and headed for the converter, stomach growling. Whatever that was he ate last hadn’t stayed with him for very long. 
 
   After a few clicks and what sounded suspiciously like a growl, the converter spat out a bowl of something that looked terrifyingly un-foodlike, and a glass of hot tea. The rich scent of freshly-cut leaves drifted up out of the bowl. It was a nice compliment to the sweet, fruity smell of the tea. Not the sort of thing he would expect from breakfast, but food was food, so he took it over to the small table and dug in. 
 
   Since Tay was sleeping, he allowed his mind to wonder while he ate. What exactly had happened in that containment room? He still couldn’t sort it out. She had blocked his shakiu. There was no other explanation for it. But how was that even possible? How had she managed it?
 
   He reviewed the fight in his head again, more carefully this time since he didn’t have to shield from Taymar. The dinisolate field dropped. He connected with her shaki, but didn’t tap it, hoping to keep her from retaliating against Ranealla. And then, suddenly, her shaki wasn’t there. She somehow had it blocked. And he suspected had it not been for her shock when her knife missed, which it shouldn’t have, he would have never made it through her shield. The real question was, what else could she do?
 
   Nevvis stabbed at his food and shoved another bite in his mouth. It wasn’t horrible, but it wasn’t home. He wished he could have just left her on Daryus. That’s what she deserved: to be left alone. But with a spy on Drani, a real spy this time, he had to have a way to get to Jalkean, and Taymar was it. Assuming Jalkean wasn’t really working with the Shreet. Nevvis pushed away the bowl and picked up the steaming glass by one of its two handles. The tea was good. Not too sweet, but just enough to counteract the bitterness. Jalkean couldn’t be a Shreet spy. He was loyal to Drani. He was also loyal to Taymar, which was probably why he had kept the real date of the planned raid a secret. Jalkean was probably trying to sneak Tay out, not knowing that Nevvis had been planning the same thing. And he’d almost done it, too. Almost. Even so, the fact that he had kept that secret, even from Nevvis, made his gut twist. If he was wrong about Jalkean, not even Nevvis would be able to save him. But if he couldn’t trust Jalkean, who could he trust? Nevvis knew the answer already. No one. Certainly nobody on the Regal.
 
   Captain McCauffer seemed sincere enough, but he was hiding something. He wasn’t hiding his deep hostility of Drani, of that much Nevvis was certain. But the captain did have an espionage problem of his own. Nevvis hadn’t had enough time to suss out who it was. For a non-telepath, Captain McCauffer did a decent job of shielding. But, he would get to that today, now that he was off that rancid-smelling death trap Lorelis had arranged for him. Had the man been trying to kill him? As improbable as it was, the idea wasn’t off the table. And whether he had meant to or not, Lorelis had very nearly succeeded. 
 
   Nevvis shifted back in his seat and breathed in the sweet aroma of the tea. Captain McCauffer’s spy was most likely Ranealla, which would be unfortunate. Telepathic spies were the worst kind, but telepathic spies whose telepathic abilities were essentially unknown could do some real damage. Besides that, she was breathtaking. Nevvis knew beauty. On Drani he had no shortage of beautiful women, but there was something different about Ranealla. Something…exotic. He didn’t want to have to kill her. Suddenly all of the work he thought he was sneaking away from back home didn’t seem so ponderous.
 
   Nevvis knew the instant Taymar awoke. He felt her watching him. Although she was doing an admirable job of shielding, she was still sleepy and her thoughts may as well have been spoken. She was thinking about him. Evaluating him. She did that often, usually looking for weaknesses. But this time, she was comparing him to somebody else. When a vision of a short, stubby Daryan flashed through her mind, colored with distaste, he had to ask. “What are you thinking about over there, Tay?” 
 
   “If I wanted you to know, you wouldn’t be asking that question, now would you?”
 
   Tossing back his tea, Nevvis turned to face her, but Taymar rolled over, putting her back to him, and pulled the blanket up over her. “Glad to see you’re feeling better,” he said, standing and gathering his dishes. “I’m going to go try to find you some clothes and meet with the captain. Just stay here. The computer will notify me if the door opens, so don’t try to recruit unsuspecting staff into any crazy plans you may dream up. There’s a reading board in the closet, and I think I saw one of those drawing tablets like you use at home.”
 
   She ignored him.
 
   He walked over to the bed and put his hand on her shoulder. To her credit, she didn’t even flinch. “Stay out of trouble,” he said, before grabbing his laser key. “I mean that.”
 
   The general idea of what he could do with himself and his directions washed over him as Taymar spat the idea out of her thoughts. He smiled. At least some things about her didn’t change. 
 
   ###
 
   Taymar listened to the door slide closed behind Nevvis, and then drifted slowly back to sleep. She was in no hurry to get up. After all, what was there to do? The field on the door wouldn’t stop her if she set her mind to getting out of the room. With some effort, she could probably figure out a way through the wall. They weren’t protected. But with her luck, that way out would end with her getting sucked into space. Besides, where would she go if she did manage to get out? It was a fair bet alarms would go off if she tried melting the wall. 
 
   Her stomach growled. She pulled the blanket tighter and ignored it. Just as sleep was coming to meet her, the growling started up again. “Fine!” she said, tossing back the blanket. “Fine. Fine. Fine.”
 
   Moving in slow increments, she sat up and dropped her sore legs over the edge of the bed. They weren’t all that was sore. The actual act of moving proved to be quite an undertaking. Taymar gimped through her first few steps, each a little more painful than the one before. By the time she made it to the converter, she had at least managed to stand fully upright, but just pushing the selection buttons on the machine made her sore arm muscles protest.
 
   While the converter worked out how to make something edible (she hoped) using her selections, Taymar hobbled over to the washroom to manage her morning routine. The converter was on its third cycle of beeps by the time she finished and rescued the bowl of something tan and mushy with little blue balls wallowing in the gooey mess. Once again, she had chosen poorly. 
 
   Taymar ate what she could gag down and finally gave up. Gathering her still partly full bowl, she stood to return it to the converter, but before she could take a step, the ship jumped out from under her. The bowl’s contents crashed against the wall behind the table and slid down in offensive clumps. Taymar hit the floor as the ship jumped again and tilted. Two of the chairs toppled and slid toward her, but she teked them to a stop before they did any damage. 
 
   Trying to balance against the slope, Taymar pushed herself up, ignoring her protesting muscles. The ship suddenly leveled out and Taymar caught herself on the table as she was thrown forward. Having all of the furniture permanently secured to the floor made all kinds of sense now.
 
   A light flashed in the small window. Holding on to the table, Taymar edged her way around to the window side and peeked out. They had stopped tunneling, but other than stars and the soul-eating black of space, there wasn’t anything to see. 
 
   The ship leaped again and tilted door-side up this time. One of the chairs crashed into the washroom wall, and another clipped her leg as it passed and wedged itself against the partition. Taymar clung to the table, but when the ship bucked again, she lost her grip and slammed into the overturned chair. Her head thumped against the seat. One of the legs cracked under her weight, and she twisted to make sure it didn’t sink into her side. Blood streamed over her right eye. When the ship corrected itself for the second time, she made a run for the bed. At least it was in a nook and offered some protection. 
 
   She grabbed the blanket and pushed it against the gash above her eye as she wedged herself into a corner. Something exploded in a flash of light out the window, and the ship hopped sideways in response. Taymar watched in horror as a massive chunk of debris sailed toward the small portal. It was going to crash into the ship. Into the window. Surely it wouldn’t break it. She braced herself against the nook wall and considered trying to teke it to a stop, but would that even work? Would her telekinesis work in space? She was willing to give it a try, but the chunk of metal collided with an invisible field and bounced away just before it hit. 
 
   The ship lurched forward, or what she imagined was forward, and a flash of light came through the window, brightening up the room. Taymar buried her face behind her arm, ready for the explosion, but nothing happened. When she dared to look up, she saw that, once again, they were tunneling. Blue, green, red, and yellow streaks filled the small window, but they didn’t stay for long. As quickly as they had begun, the streaks disappeared and the Regal drifted to a stop in space. 
 
   After several minutes passed with no movement, Taymar ripped apart a piece of the blanket and ventured off the bed. She paused to listen. Although she hadn’t noticed the hum of the ship before, its absence now was concerning. The lights flicked off, and darkness swallowed the room but for the pricks of light from the stars in the window. She held stone still, not sure what to do next. Maybe she should start melting the wall after all. 
 
   Then, like a transporter building up power, the whirring sound of the ship started up again. The lights blinked once and flicked on, though at a much dimmer setting. Still pressing the cloth against the cut over her eye, she ventured over to the window and peered out. The only thing that greeted her was dark space and the teasing light of distant suns. 
 
   A quick check over the door let her know the dinisolate field activator had survived the ordeal, of course, but at least one of the three chairs hadn’t fared as well. She teked it over near the table, where the other one lay wedged against the wall and rounded the partition. The third chair seemed mostly unscathed, but the little lights on the converter were completely dark. Taymar pushed a few spots on the smooth glass that had offered up the selection menu, but nothing happened. It was offline. Intentionally, or because of damage to the ship, she couldn’t guess. She teked the chair and left it hovering behind her as she tried to swipe the washroom door open. Like the converter, it ignored her.
 
   A noise by the main door broke the silence, and she turned as Nevvis walked through the door. Before he had more than two steps inside the room, he spun and ducked back out into the hallway behind the wall. Taymar watched in confusion as he poked his head around the corner and then jerked it back again. After a couple more head ducks, each lasting longer than the last, he stepped fully into the room and cocked his head.
 
   “What?” Taymar asked as the door slid closed behind Nevvis’s back.
 
   “Why are you holding that chair in the air like that?”
 
   Taymar looked over her shoulder at the chair still hovering beside her, and grinned. Watching Nevvis’s duck and cover would have been even more fun if she had meant to scare him, but, as it was, she would take the win. Without answering him, she sent the chair over to the table and set it back on its feet. “What happened?”
 
   “We were attacked.” Nevvis started to right the second chair, but noticed the broken leg and set it on its side against the wall instead. “The ship is damaged, and, from what I can understand, we are stranded. Are you okay? You’re bleeding.”
 
   “Well, since I am bleeding, a person of average intelligence could figure out that I’m not okay. Something almost crashed through the window. Was that part of our ship?”
 
   Nevvis glanced over at the window. “No. The Shreet destroyed the ship we were trying to intercept. I don’t think anything can crash through that window. There are shields to protect it.”
 
   Well, that explained a lot. Taymar joined Nevvis looking out into the darkness, not at all sure what she hoped to see, but it seemed like the right thing to do at the moment. “Will my teke work in space?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Nevvis said after a thoughtful pause. “It seems like it should, but I don’t actually know. We need your teke right now, though, to repair the ship. Are you willing?”
 
   Taymar turned to Nevvis and stared. She couldn’t remember a single time when he had asked her to use her telekinesis to help him. Or asked if she was willing, for that matter. 
 
   “This is serious, Tay,” Nevvis said when she didn’t respond. “People have already died. You can help, but you will need to let me in to guide you. No shielding at all. Are you willing to let me use your telekinesis or not?”
 
   “Why do you have to use it? I can use it myself. They can show me what needs to be done and I can do it.”
 
   “Because you have no knowledge base. I do. Messing up on a spaceship has some rather large consequences. It will go much better if you just let me in. I need an answer.”
 
   He had a point. Taymar considered her options. Surely she could get some leverage out of this, but what should she ask for?
 
   Nevvis threw up his hands. “You are too much,” he said, reading her intent before she could give it voice. “Okay, fine. If you let me in, no shielding. I will take you to the atrium when we are finished, assuming we live long enough to get finished while you negotiate with people’s lives.”
 
   Taymar scowled at his tone, but again didn’t get the chance to ask what an atrium was before Nevvis read her thoughts and volunteered the information, his total exasperation obvious. “This ship has a small ecosystem at its center that helps with filtration and environmental control. Yes or no?”
 
   His unchecked telepathy was a little unnerving. Was he always able to read her every thought that fast, or was she just being unusually open? “Yes,” she said as his brow started to furl up again. 
 
   He bit back whatever hostile thing he was about to say and pulled his laser key from his pocket. 
 
   “But, I don’t know what makes you assume you can use my telekinesis in the first place. It’s not as easy as I make it look,” she said as he clicked off the dinisolate field.
 
   He turned and faced her, head cocked in a typical Nevvis mannerism. “I’ll work it out.” He pointed at her forehead. “Let me see the cut.”
 
   “It’ll be fine once the bleeding stops,” Taymar said, pulling the bloody rag away. A tiny stream of blood dripped from the wound. She started to put the bit of blanket back over it, but Nevvis stopped her. His invasion into her thoughts was overwhelming, and without even thinking she tried to push him away, both mentally and physically. 
 
   “You agreed,” he said. “Full cooperation.”
 
   Surprised, she dropped her shielding, inadequate though it was, and allowed him full access to her mind. He took the rag out of her hand and dabbed at the blood still trickling off her forehead. There was a slight tug on her skin and the feeling of tiny bugs crawling over the cut. She reached up to rub, but he pushed her hand away. The prickling continued, interrupted only by the occasional dabbing. When he was finally satisfied, Nevvis handed Taymar the rag and smiled. “I think I can manage,” he said. “Let’s go.”
 
   When Taymar didn’t move, he turned around. She gestured to her bare legs and feet. 
 
   “Oh.” Nevvis disappeared through the door and returned before it could slide closed with a small stack of clothing.
 
   Taymar took the clothes and smiled. “So scared of a little chair.”
 
   Nevvis nodded his head toward the washroom. “Go change. Hurry.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14 – Sharing
 
    
 
   In short order, Taymar was following Nevvis through the winding corridor, turning where the blue light told them to. She had heard Nevvis speaking with the captain while she was changing, and assumed he knew where her teke would be the most helpful. The fact that he had managed to knit her flesh together was a little disconcerting. She couldn’t even do that herself and it was her ability. And he hadn’t done a bad job of it. It was a little puckered and red compared to that of a trained healer’s, and certainly the crawling flesh thing wasn’t normal, but overall she had to admit she was impressed.
 
   He led her to an area of the ship she hadn’t seen before, which wasn’t saying much. The thoughts of the others already there told her it was called the power-bay. They also told her it wasn’t at all the way it should be. The walls were warped and covered in rainbow-colored circles. In many places, the wall was actually peeled away to reveal a skeletal interior. Debris was scattered along the floor, and even as Taymar stood staring, people were working frantically to clean it up. This was obviously the location of one of the hits Nevvis had told her about.
 
   They walked directly up to a makeshift mobile computer console, where a woman was bent over the viewer in concentration. To look at her from the back, Taymar wouldn’t have been sure the person was female, except that Nevvis’s thoughts indicated as much. She was tall, broad-shouldered, and large-boned, but when she turned around her gender was obvious. Very obvious.
 
   Taymar almost laughed. The woman’s white-blonde hair stood out from her head about one finger length in every direction. Her eyes were large and as green as grass, which was an odd color against her orange-hued complexion. And then there were her breasts. Taymar was just trying to figure out how the woman could possibly see anything on the screen she had been leaning over when Nevvis introduced them.
 
   “You are Lieutenant Jalla Savant?” he asked, stepping in front of Taymar. No doubt he was trying to hide her dropped jaw from the large orange creature in front of her.
 
   “I am,” the woman replied, her voice raspy and clipped. Annoyed, even.
 
   Nevvis persevered. “We are here to help repair some of the major damage to this part of the ship. Captain McCauffer sent us.”
 
   “He did mention that you would be showing up. To help. Somehow.” Her massive breasts shuddered as she spat the last bit in exasperation.
 
   “I assure you,” Nevvis said, unfazed by her peculiar physique. Maybe he saw orange people all the time. Orange people with breasts large enough to float on. “We can help. This is Taymar.” He stepped to the side. “She’s an Arlele, and her telekinesis will make repairs much easier.”
 
   Taymar nodded, working hard to keep a straight face. She didn’t dare try to speak.
 
   Nevvis shot her a warning glance, then placed a firm hand on her shoulder. “This is how we are going to do this. Lieutenant Jalla, you’re going to just think about the things that need to be done, and I will use Taymar’s telekinesis to do them. Tay, all you need to do is just let me have control. No fighting.”
 
   Taymar turned to Nevvis. “How are you going to use my telekinesis? It is not as easy to use as it looks. Reforming metal is harder than sealing skin.” Which may or may not have been true since she had no idea how to seal skin, but she wasn’t going to tell him that.
 
   Nevvis grinned. “Thanks for the concern, but I have teked metal and skin and even brakeal before. Just let me in; no resistance, and I will do just fine.”
 
   “When have you used it before?”
 
   “On a number of occasions, Tay. I can handle myself just fine.”
 
   Taymar didn’t like the sound of that at all. “Whose did you use?”
 
   Nevvis shot her one of his looks. He had several. This one said he was running out of patience. “Not all Arleles hate me, Tay. Now, you agreed.”
 
   She logged his expression in the “don’t care” compartment and pushed against his shields as she pressed her question. “Why don’t you just let me do it? I agreed to let you in. As in, let you in to show me what to do, not do it for me. I can do it myself.”
 
   “Because, like I said, you have no idea what you’re looking at here.”
 
   “Well, I can use my telepathy to get into Orange’s mind the same way you can, maybe even better. I’ve had a lot of practice recently.”
 
   Nevvis acknowledged the practice part with an eye roll. “Taymar, Lieutenant Jalla’s knowledge won’t do you any good,” he said, stressing Orange’s name. “You have to know what you’re looking at in order to fix it.” Nevvis paused and gave her a hard stare. “You agreed to cooperate, Tay. Backing out now would not be a healthy decision.”
 
   Taymar directed one of her more intimidating glares his way. On Daryus, that look would have been rewarded with paling skin and open fear. Nevvis was unmoved. “I’m not backing out. It’s just that I don’t know if you are talented enough to use my telekinesis. It’s tricky to use, and after all, you are just a Dran. You probably lack the intelligence to manipulate it properly.” She transformed her squint to a wide-eyed look of innocence. “I wouldn’t want you to get hurt.”
 
   “Your concern is truly touching.”
 
   The agitation rolled out of Orange’s mind as she watched them banter. Her raspy shout cut them off. “If you two are going to stand there and argue, come and get me when you’re done. I don’t have the time to waste.”
 
   “We’re ready,” Nevvis informed her. “Take a seat, Tay. I wouldn’t want you to fall down with astonishment.” Then, he turned to Jalla. “You need to just relax your mind. You’ll feel me in there. It will be like a daydream, but don’t try to stop it, okay?”
 
   Orange eyed him suspiciously, but nodded her consent.
 
   First, Nevvis hooked up with Taymar. She felt him finding his way in. It was like a thought that just wouldn’t go away. He was subtle, but before she knew it, he was everywhere. Taymar had to keep reminding herself that she had agreed to let him in there. After a few moments, Nevvis was the one reminding her of that fact.
 
   <This is delicate work, Tay,> he sent. Since he was in her mind, it felt like her own thoughts. <Don’t try shutting me out in the middle of it.>
 
   <Just get it over with,> she snapped back.
 
   He did just that, and since she and Nevvis were now essentially joined, she knew his every move. He moved into Orange’s mind next. She didn’t know what to expect as Taymar had, so Nevvis went in more carefully. At first, the lieutenant was surprised. She jerked her head around to stare at Nevvis, closing her thoughts against him in the process. But Nevvis pushed in again. He used his ridiculous smile and subconscious coaxing, and before she knew what she was doing, Orange had let him in. At last, they were all three connected.
 
   Taymar felt Jolla’s thoughts just as if she were the one in the other woman’s mind instead of Nevvis, and it suddenly occurred to her that this openness she agreed to went both ways. If Nevvis could go tramping around wherever he wanted in her mind, why couldn’t she do a little snooping in his? She found out the answer almost as soon as she thought the thought.
 
   <Uh huh,> Nevvis warned. <You just keep your thoughts on you. Don’t even think about coming into mine.>
 
   Taymar sent him a mental snarl, but made no further attempts. It wasn’t as if she could sneak in there. Trying would just prolong her own exposure.
 
   Nevvis took that as a go and got started. He started off by asking Jalla what repairs were needed, and then he used Taymar’s telekinesis to do it. At first the going was slow, but when Nevvis finally got through to Jalla by asking her what she would do if she could move metal, things picked right up. Eventually, it seemed as if Jalla was actually the one using the telekinesis. Nevvis was directing the thoughts through so quickly that sometimes it was hard to tell. 
 
   Taymar knew it had to be Nevvis, but there were moments of uncertainty. As Taymar sat, with her mind being used but not actually getting to participate, she experienced brief instances of uselessness. It wasn’t boredom. She was taking the opportunity to learn as much as she could from Jalla’s mind, much to Nevvis’s irritation. No. It was more like she had been suddenly left behind. She attributed it to the fact that, much to her irritation, Nevvis was very good at what he was doing. That was the only reasonable answer. The other option was that Nevvis was using telekinesis of his own, and that wasn’t possible. Dran were never telekinetic. But, it was odd.
 
   She also had to grudgingly admit that Nevvis had been right about her inability to decipher Jalla’s needs herself. So much of what was going on was a mystery to her that Taymar would have never been able to do what Nevvis was doing. The damage was actually caused by an overload in the ship’s ability to transfer heat directed at the hull. Jolla didn’t have to just fix the warped walls—she had to delve into the integrity of the hull itself. Taymar was lost within fifteen minutes, but she decided that the reason for her ignorance was that the Dran kept such knowledge from the Arleles and added that insult to the already adequate number of resources for her hatred of them.
 
   Before she knew it, they were done. Even though she had not actually been the one doing anything, Taymar was tired and glad that the repairs were finally finished.
 
   Nevvis had done an amazing job. Even though it was almost physically painful to admit it, Taymar was impressed with how well he had handled the entire situation. Like everything else in his life, he had taken complete control of everything and it had gone just exactly the way it was supposed to. She hated that. Just once she wanted to see him fall on his face. Just once.
 
   She had gotten nothing from Nevvis’s mind except the usual shroud of secrecy that constantly shielded it. He was keeping something from her, though. She had gotten that much. And it was something big. Orange’s mind had given her plenty of information, though. Most of it meant nothing, for the moment at least, but it was more than she had to start with.
 
   Lieutenant Jalla’s skepticism had passed, to say the least, and she made it a point to thank them both in her boisterous manner repeatedly before they stepped onto the deck shuttle one more time.
 
   “Are we going to the atrium now?” Taymar asked.
 
   “No.” Nevvis tapped something into the control panel of the deck shuttle and sat on the nearest bench. “The ship is still locked down. We have to wait for it to power up again.”
 
   Taymar tried to make sense of the control panel, but the scrawls didn’t mean anything to her. Speaking Universal was one thing, but reading it was a whole different skill. “Is there more damage somewhere else?”
 
   “I’m sure there is, but the captain only asked for help with the power-bay, so that’s what we are going to do. He doesn’t trust the process just yet, which is fine by me. No need for them to get too comfortable with the idea of having an Arlele onboard.”
 
   “Scared?”
 
   Nevvis cocked his head at her. “Yeah. For them.”
 
   The door to the shuttle opened, and Taymar recognized the hall that led back to their room. Nevvis’s room. “It could work,” she said, pushing past Nevvis out of the shuttle. “A Dran/Arlele pair on each of their ships. I’m willing to bet they wouldn’t have a hard time finding volunteers.”
 
   She turned and headed down a narrow corridor, but Nevvis’s hand on her shoulder guided her back the other way. How he could tell one walkway from another was beyond her. “It wouldn’t work,” he said. His voice sounded too far away, and when she turned to see why, she found him smiling at her in front of the open door to the cabin. The door she had just blown past.
 
   “Why not?” she asked.
 
   He waited in the hall for her to enter. “Because Arleles are too unpredictable. That kind of impulse control in space would end in imploding ships.”
 
   Taymar glanced at the broken chair still lying on its side up against the wall and thought about all of the things she could do with it if she were so inclined. Telekinesis could change the molecular bonds of something if the Arleles knew how to do it. But even basic knowledge allowed Arleles to heat things up and cool them down. Melting something was a time consuming process, but it could be done. “An unpredictable doctor ends with exploding bodies, yet doctors are always Arleles. Never Dran.”
 
   Nevvis shrugged and headed over to the converter. The fact that it ignored him too was somehow satisfying. “True,” he said, turning to the washroom instead. “But they are on Drani.” The door closed, muffling his voice. “There are protections in place on Drani—many, many protections to keep that from happening. There wouldn’t be anything like that in space, and I assure you it would end in death.”
 
   “Maybe you just assume some things are impossible because Dran are afraid of change.” Taymar glanced over at the main cabin door. The dinisolate field wasn’t set. “Why aren’t there any Arleles on Leading Council?” She could easily warp the washroom door, trapping Nevvis inside long enough to make a run for it, but where would she go? “It’s because the Dran are afraid of what might happen if they gave up some of their control to the Arleles and let us make up our own mind about some things.” It wasn’t as if there were any unsuspecting shuttle pilots around to help her out this time.
 
   The washroom door slid open, and Nevvis’s frown told her he had heard every thought she had just had. His shakiu touched her shaki receptors. It wasn’t a tag, just a reminder that he was there. “First of all, how do you know there aren’t any Arleles on Leading Council? For all you know, it could be made up entirely of Arleles. Leading Council is anonymous, remember? Nobody knows who’s on it. That is the key to our government’s success. That anonymity.” 
 
   He stepped in front of her and stopped. He was considerably taller than she was, which meant she had to look up at him to maintain eye contact. She opted to walk away instead, but his hand on her shoulder stopped her. “And secondly, what you just thought about doing. Warping the door? Making a run to nowhere? That right there is why an Arlele should not be on a spaceship. And for the record, you never would have made it to the door. I don’t have to see you to tag you.”
 
   Taymar shrugged his hand off her shoulder and walked over to the bed to lie down while they waited. She wasn’t about to admit that he was right, even if she knew he was. Dran usually required sight to use their shakiu, but not Nevvis. He could do it without looking, and it made her crazy. He could do a lot of things he shouldn’t have been able to do, but then so could she, so it kind of made sense. But she didn’t have to like it.
 
   After yanking the stuck chair free and fussing with the other one’s broken leg for a little while, Nevvis was just heading over to the bed to join her when the com beeped, making her jump. He glanced around the room in a rare moment of confusion before walking over to the door. As he was about to push the button on the wall, the lights powered up to full strength and the converter let the world know it was living again by beeping out its three-tone mating call. 
 
   “Now that was impressive timing,” Taymar said.
 
   Nevvis turned and gave her one of his rare, genuine smiles. She looked away. It was harder to fight him when he acted like a real person instead of a trained ki.
 
   The com sounded off again, and this time Nevvis actually pressed the blinking light on the screen. 
 
   “Mr. Nevvis. This is the captain. I’ll be needing a word with you in my office.”
 
   The long pause told Taymar what her telepathy couldn’t. He didn’t know what to do with her. “You should absolutely put up the dinisolate field and just leave me in here. Now that I know where I am on the ship and how to reform walls, leaving me alone is an outstanding plan.”
 
   When Nevvis turned to face her this time, he wasn’t smiling, which was just fine. Exasperated Nevvis was someone she could manage without remorse.
 
   “We will leave now,” he said to the com. Taymar’s bare feet were already on the floor by the time he tapped the com off and turned around. 
 
   Nevvis just shook his head and swiped open the door as she hopped out into the corridor, pulling her shoes on as she went.
 
   ###
 
   Jalkean hit the replay button again. The screen made the clicking sound that was allegedly a word in the Shreet language. It sounded exactly like the previous three clicked words. Maybe it was a little longer, but whatever nuances were supposed to be there to decipher this word from the previous three were beyond his ability to detect. He made a guess and tapped the Universal word for food. The machine projected a frowning Shreet and the click replayed. 
 
   A noise at the door brought blessed relief from the language program torture, and Jalkean turned to open it, expecting one of the small Yarnit that worked as servants all over the ship. Instead, the brae filled the small opening, the skinbraids at his scalp bright orange and his glowering anger radiating from him like heat. Rydon’s bells tinkled as she followed Yittbrae into the already cramped space. 
 
   Jalkean stood and silently kicked himself for not doing a mental check of who was at the door before opening it. He couldn’t afford to be so sloppy. He was, after all, on an enemy ship and only a tiny step away from being a prisoner on that ship, if the truth were told. “I wasn’t expecting you,” he said, and kicked himself again for such a ridiculous greeting as he grabbed his translator and fit it over his ear. “How can I help you?”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me about the schematics?” the brae said, his translator mimicking his voice with disturbing accuracy.
 
   Jalkean stared for a second and then remembered to shield. Not that he had the faintest idea what they were talking about. “Schematics?”
 
   The door tried to close behind them, but the brae stood in the opening. “Yes. The schematics for this station that very nearly fell into the hands of the ship that has the dual-talent Arlele you are so insistent we retrieve.”
 
   “You found Taymar?”
 
   The brae stepped fully into the room, making it seem much too small, but Rydon still blocked the doorway. If it was by design or because she couldn’t fit in the room was anybody’s guess. “The schematics.”
 
   The hostility radiating from the brae dropped slightly, but the importance of Jalkean’s response was as clear in his mind as if he had spoken it. If Jalkean was ever going to win the leader of the Shreet movement over to his plan, it was right now. “Yittbrae, I truly have no idea what schematics you are referring to. To my knowledge, nobody has the layout of this ship. Ask Rydon and she will verify the truth in what I am saying.”
 
   A soft jingle behind him drew the brae’s attention. Rydon nodded, confirming the truth in Jalkean’s words. Although the man’s skinbraids continued to burn deep orange, the tension in his mind eased considerably, so Jalkean continued to shield against Rydon as he moved forward with his plan. “Sir, I am sure you have reviewed enough reports by now to realize that taking over Drani will be more of a challenge than previous worlds have been. 
 
   “The key to Drani’s success is our technology, and the key to your success will be the Arleles.” Jalkean forced himself to adopt a more relaxed posture as he stood before the brae, feeling anything but relaxed. “What you need to do is disable Drani’s technological hold on the Arleles long enough for them to take down the Dran. Make no mistake about it. The Arleles will destroy the Dran, and themselves, if left unchecked. And pretty much everything you want Drani for. I mean, they are the reason Drani brakeal is so powerful and the field it generates is so clean.” 
 
   “I am aware of the role the Arleles play in mining. Make your point.” 
 
   “And I am sure you know about the armband they wear as well.” Jalkean held out his arm to demonstrate. “That band is our most advanced achievement. It extends from the wrist halfway up their arm and it allows us to track them, identify them, enforce social restrictions, restrain them, and contain them when necessary. Without that band, the Arleles would rule Drani. Until they fought themselves into extinction, at least.”
 
   “When we take down the power infrastructure of Drani, the band network will go with it. I fail to see your point.”
 
   The constant delay of the translators wasn’t helping the conversation along and Jalkean had to bite his tongue to keep from interrupting, which would have made it worse. “You absolutely cannot destroy the band network. The Arleles will wreak havoc on the planet, and you will have nothing left.”
 
   An image of a huge room strewn with bodies and in utter chaos as Arleles and Dran fought for their lives filled the brae’s mind. The scene had taken place on a ship, but Jalkean couldn’t decipher which ship without his snooping being too obvious. “You need to disable the bands, but retain the ability to bring them back online.”
 
   The brae stepped farther into the room and glanced at the paused language program. “And I suppose you have a suggestion?”
 
   Jalkean glanced over as Rydon rattled her way in and the door finally closed behind them. “I do. Taymar. Teach her how to control the bands. With her dual ability, she can teach other key Arleles. They can take down the banding network, and once you have control of the planet, you can simply alter the design and bring it back online. At that point, you will control both the Dran and the Arlele populations. You will have your dinisolate, and Drani will have your protection.”
 
   “And you will have your Taymar,” Rydon said from near the door.
 
   Jalkean shrugged. “Maybe. She won’t easily be convinced to go back to Drani.”
 
   Rydon scoffed. “She will have no choice.”
 
   Before Jalkean could argue the point, the brae dismissed her idea with a wave of his hand. “She will have every choice,” he said. “You speak the truth. My source on the planet, though well placed and high ranking, cannot deliver the cooperation of the Arleles. Your Taymar can, possibly in more ways than you are even aware. But we cannot force her hand on this. She must agree to work with us.” The brae glanced around the room, taking it in as if he had never seen the common quarters. “How do we convince Taymar to join us?”
 
   “Well, you have to get her here first.”
 
   Yittbrae shot Jalkean a cold, dark glower. 
 
   “Then all you have to do is show her that joining her abilities with your technology will lead to a better world for Drani, and freedom from Dran rule for her. That’s all she really wants. To be left alone to live her life.”
 
   Rydon’s comment was quieter this time, her need to stay in the brae’s good graces radiating from her mind. “Does she have the intelligence to take the plan back to the planet and implement it? It seems to me you are placing a lot of faith in someone you have never met. And from what I understand, these Arleles are kept ignorant for their own good.”
 
   The brae turned toward Rydon and the door. “She disabled the power coils of a darit from a locked room and then stole a shuttle from an alliance ship without being discovered. This Taymar may be a lot of things, but I am confident she is not ignorant. Nor will she be easily swayed. I will make arrangements for her arrival.” Yittbrae stepped around Rydon, but paused in the open doorway with his back still to Jalkean. “It will be up to you, Dran, to bring her over to our side.”
 
   Without another word, the brae left. Rydon’s unease and annoyance slipped past her weak shielding as she rattled along behind him, but Jalkean stood staring at the closed door until the last traces of the opposing telepath were gone from his mind before he allowed himself to suck in a long, deep breath. Gods, was he terrible at this spying thing. What had Nevvis been thinking when he had suggested Jalkean was the man for the job?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15 – Atrium
 
    
 
   The wall dots escorted them along another path of twisting corridors and, this time, two deck shuttles. Taymar logged every turn in her head and was proud to have anticipated more than a few of them. Nevvis’s annoyance with her mental mapping skills only made it that much more rewarding. 
 
   The second deck shuttle took them to a part of the ship she had yet to see. Like the rest of the ship so far, the milky white walls were lit from floor to ceiling, but something about this new section was different. The ceiling was lower and the corridors felt more confined. The sounds from the ship, though still subtle, were louder and seemed to come up from the floor. It even smelled different. More processed. Almost stale. 
 
   As the dots rounded a curve in the corridor, Captain Sean stepped out from a side door and intercepted them. His expression betrayed his surprise at seeing Taymar, but his mind let her know he wasn’t necessarily unhappy, just unsure. “Lieutenant Jalla said what the two of you did there in the p-bay was nothing short of a bloody miracle. We’d still be hanging there like a snared rabbit were it not for your help. Thank you for that.”
 
   Taymar had no idea what a snared rabbit was, but she got the basic gist of it from his mind and nodded. 
 
   “We are glad we could be of help,” Nevvis said. 
 
   “You were, indeed. And I’ll be needing some more help right about now, but I’m t’inking this conversation is best had between just us two. Meaning you no disrespect, Taymar.”
 
   “Not to worry,” Taymar offered. “I can amuse myself while you and Nevvis make plans to overthrow the universal order.”
 
   The genuine concern for the safety of his ship rolled out of Sean’s mind as clear as spoken words. Taymar stifled her giggle, though, when Ranealla walked out of the room behind Captain Sean, her smile beaming as if she’d just met her childhood idol.
 
   “Taymar,” she said in a raspy, clipped tone. “It’s such a pleasure to finally meet you properly. I owe you so much.”
 
    Clearly not about to make the same mistake twice, Ranealla’s mind was well protected from Taymar’s cursory probe, but her intention felt genuine enough. Which was odd. Very odd, considering Taymar had just about killed her not a full day ago. “I’m sure you do, but I wouldn’t try to collect, if I were you,” Taymar said, noting how both Nevvis and Captain Sean tensed. Surely the crazy telepath wasn’t about to start something right in front of a ki. And her ki, for that matter.
 
   Nevvis started to say something, but Ranealla interrupted him. “Oh no. You mistake my meaning. You have taught me not to be so arrogant with my abilities and about how the mind really works. Although I cannot say that I enjoyed the lesson, I am thankful for it.”
 
   Well, that was a first. Nobody had ever thanked Taymar for a telepathic beating before. “I…just stay out of my head,” she said, not sure what else to say.
 
   “Well then, I’m t’inking that could’ve gone arseways in a bloody hurry,” the captain said, glancing from Taymar to Ranealla and back. 
 
   “It’s fine, Captain,” Ranealla said, still smiling. “Perhaps Taymar and I could get to know each other while you two talk.”
 
   Nevvis shrugged, and Taymar just about lost her spots in shock. “She wants to see the atrium.”
 
   “Are you sure that’d be a good idea?” the captain said. 
 
   “Sending Tay with Ranealla? Well, no offense, Captain. I am sure what you need to see me about is important, but I would rather be going to the atrium with Ranealla as well.”
 
   Ranealla and Nevvis exchanged smiles, but Captain Sean’s mild irritation pouring from his mind ended the moment. 
 
   “The kind of trouble Tay can cause can’t really be stopped with proximity,” Nevvis said. He turned his full attention on Taymar, both physical and mental. “Do you intend any harm to Ranealla or anyone else on the ship?”
 
   Taymar returned his stare with a smile that never left her lips. “No, ki. I don’t.”
 
   He paused a little longer than she would have liked, his mind a heavy presence on hers as he searched her thoughts for a lie. He wouldn’t find one. She didn’t want to hurt anyone, if she could help it. She would, without reservation, in fact, but she didn’t seek it out and she intentionally hadn’t formed a plan for what she would do once she was out of his sight and not trapped behind a dinisolate field. “I will be keeping in contact with you,” he said finally.
 
   This time it was Taymar who shrugged. She turned to Ranealla and sent, <I could also use another change of clothes since someone decided to throw mine away.>
 
   <I can fix that,> she sent back as she turned and headed down the hall.
 
   The words hit her mind in a lump. They were an idea, a thought form rather than separate words, and Taymar stood staring at the woman’s black braid swishing down her back as she headed toward the deck shuttle they had just left. After a long pause to sort out what Ranealla had actually said, Taymar hurried to join her. “Why is your telepathy so different than mine? It’s like a word package, not actual words. Not at first, anyway.”
 
   “I am Asheerian. We were a race of people from an exclusively telepathic society on the planet Asheer.” Ranealla paused in front of the door to the deck shuttle. “We did not use spoken word until the destruction of our planet forced us to find homes throughout the galaxy.” The door opened and she followed Taymar into the tiny space, ignoring the seats as expected. “Since our race did not evolve using spoken words, our telepathy didn’t evolve like yours did. I am told that when I send to a non-Asheerian it can feel quite overwhelming at first.”
 
   Taymar nodded. “Overwhelming is a good start. But your way of sending is so much...” She didn’t want to admit that anything Ranealla did was better—the woman was mostly responsible for her capture, after all—but she seemed likable enough. Aside from that, at least. “So much more efficient.”
 
   <It is,> she sent.
 
   The door slid open to another milky-walled corridor. There seemed to be an endless number of them. “So how did you learn to speak? If you didn’t ever speak, did you even have voices?”
 
   “I am saltari, just like you, which means we are built essentially the same. We are all children of the Alioryda, the Ancient Divine, or whatever your belief system is. Even the Shreet, who come from so far away, are saltari who took a different evolutionary path.”
 
   “So you do still have a fadi?” Taymar sent an image of her throat since she didn’t know the alliance word for the organ that enabled speech. “Or did you have one made for you?”
 
   “Oh yes, we have a larynx. We just didn’t use it for words. But we do sing with our voices and use our telepathy to form the thoughts.” Ranealla stopped in front of a door much larger than the others. “We are at the atrium. There are rules you must know before we enter.”
 
   Suddenly the atrium didn’t seem as appealing as it had one second ago, except that she had a job to do. “You sing? With your thoughts?”
 
   “We do.”
 
   “Do it.”
 
   “Sing?” 
 
   Taymar didn’t need her telepathy to see Ranealla’s sudden discomfort. “Yes. I want to hear telepathic singing.”
 
   Ranealla shook her head. “For my people, singing is a very intimate thing. It involves being very open with our minds.”
 
   “I will promise not to hurt you,” Taymar offered, but she knew the second she said it that her offer wasn’t going to work. And besides, it was possibly a promise she couldn’t keep. 
 
   “Ummm…” Ranealla struggled with a polite way to say it, but her intention slipped out long before her words did. 
 
   “It’s okay,” Taymar said. “I wouldn’t trust you enough to open my mind, either.” She turned to the massive door. “Tell me the rules.” And I will decide if I will keep them, she finished to herself.
 
   Ranealla’s expression suggested that she had heard Taymar’s silent comment, which wasn’t good. Taymar shored up her mental shield and tried to look interested.
 
   “You cannot touch the water. At all. No drinking it, no wading in it. It is part of a very tightly controlled process for growing food and cleaning our oxygen. It cannot be contaminated.”
 
   Taymar nodded. That rule seemed reasonable enough.
 
   Clearly encouraged, Ranealla went on. “Also, do not enter any zone that is marked in purple lights. Those sections are closed.”
 
   Taymar nodded again. She would wait and see if that rule was doable when she saw how many zones were purple.
 
   After another pause during which Ranealla’s concern seeped out of her thoughts, she reached forward and placed her hand on the palm scanner. “And no eating in the atrium.”
 
   The doors slid back just enough to allow entrance and then slipped closed behind them. It occurred to Taymar to be annoyed at how little time the door allowed her to get through, but she couldn’t take her eyes off the small rainforest that opened up before her. It was incredible. It wasn’t Newete, but it was still a sight to behold. 
 
   The room was huge compared to the space allotted to living quarters and pretty much every other part of the ship she had actually seen. A creek ran through the middle of it, interrupted at different points along its journey by marginally disguised machines. Plants large and small filled the area, some almost brushing the ceiling. Huge leaved vines in reds and greens and even purple covered the walls, and moss dripped from the sturdy bushes that formed the structured center of the room where trees would normally be. Taymar closed her eyes and sucked in the clean, humid air. It filled her lungs and brought with it images of Daryus. And Nevvis’s yard. She pushed those memories out and looked around for a different reason this time.
 
   A path dipped in and out of the forested room. Small groups of people stood chatting along the walkway. Some sat at little round tables that dotted the small clearings. Almost all of them turned and looked at Ranealla and Taymar as they stood in the doorway.
 
   “They don’t seem friendly,” Taymar said, but she knew the truth already. They were not telepaths, and their minds were as open as some of their mouths. Her reputation had preceded her. They knew she and Nevvis had repaired the ship. They also knew that she had nearly killed Ranealla, so seeing the two of them together was quite a shock to their small-minded systems.
 
   Ranealla didn’t offer an explanation as she stepped onto the path. The fact that she knew Taymar didn’t need one wasn’t a good sign. Vowing not to underestimate this telepath that seemed so weak, Taymar fell in alongside her, smiling as the people already on the narrow path moved to make room.
 
   <They are afraid of you,> Ranealla sent as she smiled and greeted a young man brave enough to approach them. <As well they should be.>
 
   Taymar stared at Ranealla for a second, confused by her intentions and even more confused when she picked up what could only be pride in the woman’s thoughts. The dark-haired telepath chatted with the man whose efforts to impress her bordered on comical, and if she was also scanning his mind for information, her thoughts betrayed nothing.
 
   Apparently, the man’s obvious survival of the deadly Arlele encounter turned out to be some kind of beacon. The other people in the room began making their way over to eye the stranger under the pretense of visiting with Ranealla. As fun as it might have been to dash their hopes that she was safe, Taymar had work to do and not a lot of time to do it in. So, she pulled on her keep away or I will hurt you shield that worked so well anywhere but on Drani. As planned, the few people trying to work up the nerve to talk to her backed off without even knowing why. Non-telepaths were so easy to manipulate.
 
   Ranealla knew exactly what had just happened, and Taymar moved her one more notch away from despised when the other telepath just kept chatting with her people as if nothing had changed. Shielding her intent, Taymar followed the sound of the stream and headed up the path. What she needed was a somewhat quiet place where she could concentrate without drawing attention to herself. With another telepath in the room that was going to be especially difficult, but not impossible. After all, Ranealla wasn’t Nevvis. 
 
   The first spot she saw would have been perfect. It was a small cutout alongside the path with a table and some chairs almost hidden behind a curtain of bushes. Unfortunately, it was bathed in purple light. Taymar moved on, passing up another good spot because it was already occupied by a group playing a board game of some kind. She considered making them move, but that wouldn’t help in the end. 
 
   Two nooks later, she found one with a series of mats built into the floor, dotted with huge red ferns. It almost felt like Newete as she sat down cross-legged and drew the sweet smell of damp terrain and decaying plants deep into her lungs. The chatter of a couple nearby tried to invade her thoughts, but she focused on her breathing, as Nevvis had taught her, closed her eyes, and reached out with her mind. Getting to the brakeal this time should be much easier. She had already been there in person once.
 
   Taymar’s first jump took her to the mind of a person in Ranealla’s group. Taymar jerked her telepathy back, but not before she felt a brush of curiosity from the other telepath. But she didn’t follow Taymar’s thoughts this time, which gave her hope. Her second try landed her in the thoughts of a woman repairing one of the generators in the stream. The woman didn’t have the connections Taymar needed, but her partner did. 
 
   As Taymar hopped from mind to mind, the atrium faded further into the distance until it was finally replaced by the machines in the engine room. One of the tiny people wearing the dress that covered his feet scurried out the door, and the man whose mind Taymar was borrowing watched the little creature’s exit in confusion. Shaking his head, he eventually turned back to the panels in front of him, ran his callused finger along a slide bar display, and then turned to watch the rows of brakeal. Taymar quietly encouraged him to keep watching the dense crystal and gently teked the surface.
 
   The crystal cylinders were about three fingers thick and a little longer than an average person’s hand. Brakeal was actually mined as a powder and formed into cylinders that, when charged, gave off an explosion of energy and created the jump fields that allowed a ship to tunnel. Most brakeal was basically allowed to form into rough crystals and then shaped afterward. It was risky to use because if the field it created was warped, the ship might not launch through the jump field correctly, which meant it might not come out. But Arlele-formed brakeal was different. It was teked into a meticulously designed crystal that created a perfect jump sphere every time, and, since the bonds would break in a controlled order, the powdery byproduct could still be used to power the daily operations of the ship. 
 
   This particular row of brakeal cylinders was a mixed batch. Some had been worked on by an Arlele, but most were the raw, chaotic type, which meant the fuel source wouldn’t live as long. While that was bad for the captain, it was great for Taymar. The more natural the brakeal, the lower its ability to self-correct.
 
   Taymar was just beginning to bump the crystalline bonds toward a reaction when Ranealla’s thought form broke through Taymar’s focus. <Nevvis.>
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16 – Brakeal
 
    
 
    Nevvis watched Taymar and the too-perfect telepath disappear around the corner. She probably would have been less dangerous locked in the cabin, but only marginally so. Not without additional securities put in place. At least with Ranealla there, Taymar would be entertained, providing the meeting didn’t last overlong. 
 
   “Well, now. There’s something I didn’t bloody well expect to see.”
 
   “I have to admit to being a little bit surprised myself. But that’s Arleles for you.” Nevvis turned to the captain and motioned toward the door. “I assume you wish to continue our conversation from earlier?”
 
   Sean nodded and swiped open the door. “I would, but we need to discuss the attack.”
 
   Nevvis followed him in and resumed his seat across the desk. They had already covered roles of Dran and Arleles in Drani society. The questions pouring out of Sean’s mind had been difficult to categorize without making him aware of just how open his mind was. Although he had done a fair job of shielding for a non-telepath, his efforts were essentially useless in the face of Nevvis’s telepathy. But since he seemed particularly concerned about not having his “mind read,” as he phrased it, Nevvis had tread carefully, which made the conversation painfully slow. 
 
   This time, Sean didn’t waste time with pleasantries. “Someone leaked the location of your intel to the Shreet,” he said as he took his seat across from Nevvis. “Your side or my side, I don’t bloody know, but somehow the Shreet found out, and if that ship really did have the layout of that damned base or information on the flux, it’s a loss that could have shifted this whole ruddy war.”
 
   “They were there. My source wouldn’t have gotten that wrong.”
 
   “Well, it’s pretty damned convenient that they were never verified, wouldn’t you say?”
 
   Nevvis cocked his head. Sean’s intent was clear enough even without the telepathic input. “Captain Sean. What reason could I possibly have to lie about that?”
 
   “That promised intel sure got you buddied up to the Alliance in a raging hurry, now didn’t it?”
 
   “No. Having brakeal got us buddied up to whomever we decided to buddy up with,” Nevvis replied, deciding to dispense with the pleasantries himself. “The Shreet raided us because we turned them away. The same way we have turned the Alliance away repeatedly. We could just have easily opted to join the Shreet instead of you. It would have been easier, and many people in our government were pushing in that direction. When it became clear we were going to be forced into this war, we decided to back the Alliance. I daresay that decision may have turned this war more than a set of schematics.” 
 
   Nevvis rested his arm on Sean’s desk and looked straight into the man’s green eyes. “As you know, Drani is the only source of brakeal in this part of the galaxy. You either get it from us or go a very long distance out of the way to get your own, and what you get isn’t anywhere near the quality we can provide. We own this war, Captain. And we have decided the Alliance should win it.”
 
   The litany of venom spewing from Sean’s mind was almost comical, but his visible calm was equally impressive. As the captain returned Nevvis’s stare and calmed his mind, he marked himself as a non-telepath worth keeping an eye on. When he finally spoke, his mind was completely focused once again. “Your government. You have a council that rules the entire planet, do you? A council of Dran?”
 
   Nevvis nodded. “A council of thirteen people who remain anonymous. The tanku is the voice of the council. Nothing more. Each region has a series of lower councils that are responsible for local ordinances. They ultimately report to Sinku, or Leading Council.”
 
   “And according to Taymar, you are on this Sinku?”
 
   “Captain, you cannot lie to a telepath. Taymar didn’t tell you I was on…just call it Leading Council. That’s the Universal for it.”
 
   “She suggested it. Strongly.”
 
   They were at a precipice in their relationship, and Nevvis knew that he could turn it to his advantage or doom it right now. He drew a deep breath and focused on Sean’s mind. Telling him the truth was one thing, but leaving the memory there unaltered for others to see was something else entirely. “I am a member of the Leading Council.” As he spoke, Nevvis manipulated the thoughts in Sean’s head to turn his confession back into the suspicion that was already there. “That information needs to be forgotten. Remember, when you are around telepaths, your mind leaks.” The suggestion that he forget the details combined with Nevvis’s efforts meant that by tomorrow even Sean wouldn’t be sure what was real and what wasn’t.
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   The man’s mind shifted back to understanding the symbiosis of the Arlele/Dran society that was so foreign to him. In the interest of time, Nevvis decided to take charge, even if it meant pushing the captain too far. “Captain, if I may. As you have seen, Arleles are violent, unpredictable people with a tremendously dangerous ability. Not all are as capable as Taymar. Her dual abilities make her especially challenging, but they are all deadly. Left ungoverned, they would destroy themselves. We, the Dran, are the only reason the Arleles have survived as a species. And the Dran are the reason we have the scientific advances that have protected our planet up to now.” 
 
   Nevvis sat back and forced his body to relax. True to his expectation, Sean mirrored his action. “Dran have a shakiu. It’s an organ in our brains that gives us a psychic connection to the Arleles through their psy-receptor, which is located in their brain. When a Dran taps the shaki, the Arlele’s psy-receptor, it causes a physical reaction in the Arlele ranging from a tingle to death. We call that tagging. That ability, combined with the armband technology, keeps the Arleles from killing us. And themselves.”
 
   “And, I daresay, it keeps them answering to you as well. It sounds like slavery all shined up and ready for guests, now doesn’t it?”
 
   A little sifting through Sean’s thoughts helped clarify the man’s concerns. Nevvis smiled. “Arleles live their own lives. They find jobs and mates and earn credit and spend credit just like the Dran. Just like you. They are not forced to do anything for anyone. They are just prevented from doing damage.”
 
   “Well then, I s’pose Dran have a ki too, do they?”
 
   Nevvis smiled. “No. The Dran are the kis. Each Arlele has to claim a ki. That is the Dran responsible for keeping the Arlele out of trouble, for paying their bills if it comes to that, and establishing their social privilege level. The ki is most often a family member, but it can be an assigned position.”
 
   Sean sat silently digesting the information and pairing it with what Taymar had shared. After a short pause, he nodded. “What is this sakuritu Taymar is so afraid of? Some sort of jail, is it?”
 
   “Does the Alliance have jails?”
 
   Sean nodded. “Prisons, yes.”
 
   “Drani doesn’t. Our tolerance for socially destructive behavior is extremely low. If a crime is committed by an Arlele, they have three levels of interventions before they are termed.”
 
   “Termed?”
 
   “Killed. Our first option is holding. This is a punishment intended to be aversive enough to discourage a repeat experience. Our second level is now called reteaching, which is an effort to teach the Arlele how to control their behavior rather than allowing it to control them. An Arlele only gets three tries at reteaching. If the intervention doesn’t work, they are sent to sakuritu. In sakuritu, they have three months to learn control. If they do not complete sakuritu, they are termed.”
 
   “And what about the Dran? What’d be happening to a Dran that becomes destructive, as you put it?”
 
   “They are banded and sent to try their odds outside the walls. There is no tolerance for a Dran who chooses not to follow the rules. They are not Arleles. They have no excuses.”
 
   That shut the captain’s line of questioning down completely. He sat again in silence, trying to make Nevvis’s new perspective fit. Nevvis left him to it. What he had just heard was in direct odds with his belief system. That took some time to process. He took the moment to check on Taymar. He reached out with his thoughts to where she should be, but met only a whisper of her mental energy. Taymar’s signature was on the thoughts of the atrium, but only as an afterthought. A memory. Nevvis dug in a little harder and finally made a full connection, but she still seemed too distracted for his comfort.”
 
   “Are you still with me?” Sean was saying. 
 
   Nevvis shook off the sensation and brought his attention back to the office. A quick search of the captain’s thoughts got him caught up to the part of the conversation he had missed. “Sorry, checking on Taymar. I supposed it is equally as likely that someone in my government who knew about the intel is a Shreet sympathizer as it is that the traitor is on the Alliance side. You said you already knew about the station plans from Ranealla?”
 
   “Yes. But someone gave the information to Ranealla. It could have gone sideways long before she got to the ship. I’d say we’ll be needing to keep our secrets a bit closer to the chest as we move forward. Is she okay?”
 
   “Taymar? Yes. No. I would feel better if I were near her. Is there anything else you wanted to discuss with me?”
 
   “You’ll get no argument from me there. But we need to decide on a new course. Those schematics were the key to our plan.”
 
   “This will still work.” Nevvis worked his shoulders loose as he shifted in his chair. “Taymar is now the key to our plan. We just need to get her on that ship. The schematics would have helped to be sure, but she can still complete the mission. Remember, she can read minds, as you put it. And then she can use that knowledge to manipulate physical matter. Think about that kind of power.”
 
   “Seems to me that kind of knowledge would make her a might too dangerous when this is all over. You’ll not be taking her back to Drani.”
 
   Nevvis met those green eyes again and sighed. He wasn’t going to verbalize what they both already knew. Going back to Drani was a death sentence for Taymar. “I need to go see what she is up to.”
 
   Sean stood. “Good enough. I am going to keep looking for our leak. I’ll leave the details of preparing your weapon to you.”
 
   “Well put,” Nevvis said as he stood and offered his hand to Sean in the way the Alliance people always did. He never understood these handshaking customs, but he knew they were important. Sean returned the gesture and returned to his seat as Nevvis headed toward the deck shuttle. Fortunately, there were already several people on the shuttle, and Nevvis took the opportunity to pick through their thoughts on the short ride to the Atrium. By the time the doors opened to let him off, his mind was full of meaningless details about the ship’s inhabitants instead of the dire nature of his role here on the Regal. 
 
   One of the small beings that chattered constantly and scurried about the ship in long robes stepped off the shuttle with him and bustled up to the massive doors that marked the entrance to the Atrium. A tiny hand with only three fingers appeared from beneath the robe and swiped the door. It had barely cracked open when the creature disappeared inside. Nevvis had to run the last couple of steps to keep the door from closing on his tunic. He turned to give the dysfunctional door a once-over, and when he turned back, Ranealla’s brilliant smile greeted him. Gods, she was beautiful. He really wanted her to not be a spy.
 
   ###
 
   Ranealla’s mental cry had sounded an awful lot like a warning, but that didn’t make any sense. Without another thought, Taymar yanked her mind free of the man’s in the power-bay and centered herself back among the ferns. 
 
   A cursory glance through Ranealla’s thoughts explained the problem. Nevvis was in the atrium, and although Ranealla was trying to hide her intentions, she was excited to see him. It hadn’t been a warning after all, just her mental exuberance.
 
   Looking at him from her viewpoint, Taymar couldn’t blame her. He stood near the door, commanding the room with his confident smile and penetrating amber eyes. His tawny hair was tousled enough to look casual, but never unkempt, and everything about him exuded control. Nevvis had never had a shortage of loyal followers, some lusting for him, others for his power, but all of them ready to do his bidding without questions. It seemed Ranealla was more than willing to become another admirer. And, from what she could tell, Nevvis was happy to have her.
 
   Although the thoughts he left unshielded relayed his enthusiasm for Ranealla’s interest, he was also marginally annoyed at the delay. He was here for a reason. No doubt, her mental journey had caught his attention. But he couldn’t know the full extent of her meddling, or he wouldn’t still be chatting with Ranealla. He wanted to catch her mind-hopping? Let him. It took little effort to reconnect with the technician working on the water-cleaning machine. He was right where she had left him, still thinking about playing some game in a rec-room when his shift ended. Taymar began sorting through those thoughts with enough determination and intensity that she didn’t hear or feel Nevvis until he touched her shoulder. When she jumped, it wasn’t an act. With any luck, he would be fooled.
 
   “What are you doing, Tay?” he asked as he loomed over her. 
 
   She was still sitting on the little mats, and she would have had to all but lie down to see him. Instead, she shrugged his hand off her shoulder, sent out her irritation, closed her eyes, and prepared to make another mental jump. “I was finding out what tunneling really is and about the rec center. Apparently there is one inside the ship.”
 
   “You need to stay out of people’s minds.”
 
   Taymar looked up at him and frowned. “Did you really just say that? You?”
 
   “Come on,” he said, offering her his hand.
 
   She ignored it and hopped up. “They play games and practice shooting in the rec center also.”
 
   Nevvis studied her with more intensity than she would have liked before finally turning and stepping back onto the path.
 
   With considerable effort, Taymar shoved down her anxiety and tried to slow her thumping heart as she followed him out onto the path. Nevvis turned and gave her the invasive stare he was so good at, but she just brushed it off. At least, she pretended to. Unfortunately, her nervousness was getting in the way. So to cover it up, she tried to distract him with conversation as she brushed past him and headed toward the huge doors. “Where is Ranealla?” she asked, not really caring in the least.
 
   “She had to go back to work. Look, we’re tunneling again.” He pointed at a portal in the ceiling, or a vid-screen designed to look like one. 
 
   Why he had relayed that bit of information was anybody’s guess. Maybe he was just trying to bother her. It worked. The fact that they were tunneling could only mean her plan had failed, or else it was very, very late getting started.
 
   So intense was the panic that swept over her, Nevvis stopped dead on the path and stared. Taymar knew she had to do something, or all would be lost for sure, so before she even thought about what she was saying, Taymar blurted out, “Can we go see the navigation deck?”
 
   Even as the words came out of her mouth, she couldn’t believe she was saying them. Navigation was the last place she needed to be if she had any chance at all of getting off the ship. But, it was too late. The words were out.
 
   Unfortunately, Nevvis chose that time to do what he rarely did—grant her request. “Sure. The captain invited us. That was before the attack, but I’m sure the invitation still holds. I want to see the nav-deck myself.” He still eyed her suspiciously, but at least he started walking again. “Incidentally, Earthers—actually, most other people—have at least two names.” He swiped the door and they both rushed out through the tiny crack afforded them. “The captain’s name is Sean McCauffer. His title replaces his first name, so you should call him Captain McCauffer, not Captain Sean.”
 
   “Hmm,” was all the response she gave him, but Taymar did make a mental note and silently wondered how many times she had flubbed on Daryus.
 
   With each dreaded step down the bright corridor, Taymar’s tension mounted. She looked constantly for another outside portal, without success. Each time the flashing blue light along the corridor wall led them toward a new turn, her heart paused to see if that bend would lead to the demise of her plan. For a brief moment, Taymar even considered getting sick to avoid going to the nav-deck, but she knew Nevvis would never be fooled, so she didn’t bother.
 
   “What is your problem?” Nevvis demanded as they stepped onto the deck shuttle. He was looking down at her with such suspicion in his eyes that for a moment she wondered if she had let her thoughts escape her already poor control.
 
   “The list is long. Are you sure you have time?”
 
   Nevvis wasn’t satisfied with her flippant remark. “I’m serious,” he said. “You’re as jumpy as a hom in a net.”
 
   “Well, you’re always hovering over me,” she accused, hoping her annoyance would cover her anxiety. “You’re always feeling around in my mind. You’d be jumpy too if you never got any privacy.”
 
   “What do you mean, ‘no privacy?’” The shuttle door slid open, and as they stepped out onto the nav-deck, Nevvis whispered to her, “You’ve had five months of privacy. How much more privacy do you want?”
 
   Taymar didn’t answer; she didn’t have time. The instant they stepped onto the navigation deck, she watched her plan unravel before her eyes.
 
   Nevvis and Sean exchanged greetings, but only briefly. It was more than obvious there was a major problem occupying the energy of everyone in navigation. Nevvis glanced at the viewer on one wall and then inquired as to why they had stopped tunneling. Taymar tried desperately to melt into the wall. She knew the answer already and didn’t want to be in navigation when Nevvis heard Sean’s reply. But, before he could give it, Daniil stepped off of another shuttle, paying no heed to Nevvis or Taymar.
 
   “Sir, the problem is with the brakeal in the power-bay. Somehow it is randomly decrystallizing at an accelerated rate. If we don’t stop it, the brakeal will fully erupt, taking most of the p-bay with it.”
 
   The captain’s face contorted into a combination of confusion, anger, and total disbelief. “How the bloody hell does brakeal start reorganizing itself?” he asked, not speaking to anyone in particular. “How long before the reaction chamber can be dismantled and the ruddy block of brakeal removed from the ship?” His voice was at once calm and authoritative. Watching him now, it was easy to see how he could command such a large ship so effectively. Every eye was on him. Had Sean given the order to remove all oxygen from the nav-deck, it would have been followed without questions.
 
   “The engineers are working as fast as they can, but I doubt they’ll make it,” Daniil said. “If we transfer the entire reaction chamber off, we will be as good as captured if that Shreet ship finds us.”
 
   “And if we don’t, we’ll be dead for sure, with only very small bits left to find,” Sean countered, turning to his computer panel. “Transport,” he called. When a voice answered, he gave his order. “Prepare to transfer the main reactor chamber as far from the ship as you can on my command.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” the voice answered.
 
   Sean turned to his crew. “I’m after some suggestions, if they’re fast ones. Any idea what the devil laid a bloody curse on our brakeal? Or better yet, how to undo it?” Sean’s face held no humor despite his light words.
 
   Nevvis had been standing toward the front of the room, staring hard at Taymar from the moment Daniil had made her announcement. His yellow eyes were blazing with fury, and his icy voice sent chills racing down her spine when he spoke. “Taymar. Make it stop.”
 
   But she had come too far to give up now. She knew this was her one chance, and she wasn’t about to go quietly. Bracing herself for the worst, Taymar made a leap for the deck shuttle that Daniil was still standing in front of. She managed to duck behind the woman, escaping Nevvis’s direct line of vision before his mental connection became paralyzing. He did tag her, but his contact was weak and the impact bearable. He didn’t have to see her in order to access her psy-receptor, but it helped, and breaking his line of sight had offered her a momentary reprieve. 
 
   Unfortunately, Daniil’s reaction was nearly as fast as Nevvis’s. The woman spun around and grabbed for Taymar’s arm just as she was diving for the barely-open deck shuttle. Using mind and muscle, Taymar shoved Daniil’s arm out of the way and slapped her hand over the sensor panel just as Nevvis, free of the visual obstruction, made contact with her shaki again. In a rush of blinding pain, Taymar collapsed to the floor of the deck shuttle. The doors blurred in front of her, and she struggled against the blackness that called her as she watched them slide together, closing out the golden-eyed man running toward her.
 
   “Shuttle bay,” Taymar called, shaking off the impact of Nevvis’s attack. “Take me to where the shuttles dock.” She didn’t feel the small room shift into motion, but she knew from the lights that she was sailing toward her destination. She was also fairly certain Nevvis would be headed for the same place.
 
   By the time the deck shuttle doors slid open again, Taymar had mostly recovered. Thankful that the nav-deck had a direct transport to the shuttle bay, she jumped into the vacant room and faced the doors already sliding closed. On one hand, she didn’t want to close off her only means of leaving this room, but she certainly didn’t want to face the man who would be coming through them when they opened again. Not entirely confident with her decision, Taymar locked onto the doors and warped them just enough to prevent them from opening. She hoped that if she had to she could telekinetically push them back into place, though she doubted it would actually work if it came to it.
 
   Reluctant to waste any more time, Taymar ran for the first of three shuttles docked in the bay. It looked exactly like the one she had stolen to escape to Daryus, so she felt confident she was accessing the door correctly, but her efforts earned no response. It didn’t open. Confused, Taymar ran to the second shuttle. A low chime sounded from the wall, and she guessed it was Nevvis trying to get in through the warped deck shuttle doors. She held her breath for a second, but the doors didn’t give way. She had another couple of minutes. At least, she hoped she did.
 
   Once again, Taymar focused on the second shuttle. Like the first, the door would not open. Just as Captain Sean had promised, she would not be able to steal one of his shuttles so easily. He had locked her out. Taymar took a moment to consider her options. She didn’t dare use her TK to try opening the door, for fear of damaging the integrity of the shuttle hull. Mentally manipulating the sensor itself wasn’t an option either, since she didn’t have even a notion as to how it worked, and without a shuttle to get off the ship, she knew she was doomed. Her only other option was to wait it out and hope her other guess was right. 
 
   Taymar had just decided to find a place to hide when the terrifying sound of huge sliding doors brought her heart to a stop. She didn’t even have to peek around the shuttle to know who was stepping off the cargo lift. She felt his rage flood the room like acid in her lungs.
 
   Kicking herself for not thinking of the lift in the first place, Taymar turned on her heels and bolted for a pile of storage containers on the other side of the room. Unfortunately, so did everyone else. She wasn’t concerned with anyone in the room but Nevvis, and she knew she only had a few seconds to get out of sight or he would have her. Once she was hidden, she just needed to stay hidden for a few more minutes. That was all she needed. Just a delay. She was almost there.
 
   She raced for the pile of crates right in front of her, but all at once fiery claws pierced through her muscles and ripped through her body. Blind with pain, Taymar collapsed forward and struggled for air. The agony Nevvis sent coursing through her body was almost more than she could stand. She was shaking so hard from the effects of his merciless attack on her psy-receptor that she could barely push herself over. When she did, she found herself staring into Nevvis’s furious amber eyes.
 
   “Make it stop. Now!” he spat through clenched teeth.
 
   She had never seen him so angry. In all of their time together, Nevvis had always been control incarnate, not just of himself, but of everything around him as well. But this time as she looked into his cold fury, she knew he had lost his edge. Still, she stood her ground, more than a little terrified of what he would do to her. She was supposed to have been anywhere on the ship other than in navigation when this happened, but she was determined to play out the hand anyway.
 
   She shook her head and waited for the pain she knew would follow, and follow it did. So sudden was the agony Nevvis sent raging through her body that Taymar screamed. The blackness of unconsciousness threatened to take her, and her stomach tried to turn inside out. Then, just as abruptly as it had begun the pain stopped, leaving her sweating and gasping for air.
 
   “Taymar, stop the brakeal now, and I won’t hurt you again,” Nevvis repeated, glaring down at her.
 
   Through her ringing ears, Taymar heard his command. But, she was not about to give up. “Give me a shuttle and let me go. Then I will,” she said, still blinking away the pain.
 
   Nevvis kneeled down beside her. He smelled of sweat and rage, but his voice held an unnerving quietness as he spoke. “I don’t think you understand. If you did get on a shuttle, right now I would personally blow it into dust. Besides that, you’re too far away from any planet to do anything but eventually suffocate.”
 
   “That’s fine,” Taymar spat. “I would rather die than go back to Drani.”
 
   “And take a ship full of people with you?”
 
   “If that’s the way you want it,” she countered, still squatting on the floor.
 
   Nevvis’s laugh was as wicked as his stare. “You have no idea,” he told her. Then he reached into his pocket and pulled out a small hypospray. Taymar knew immediately that it was klonide, and began a backwards retreat. 
 
   “I will ask you one more time,” Nevvis warned. “Stop the brakeal.”
 
   Still scooting backward on the floor, Taymar stared up at the injector with absolute dread. She had been ready for anything but that. Nevvis gave her only a brief moment to answer, and then stalked toward her. At his vengeful approach, Taymar’s retreat became frantic. Even the paralyzing pain he shot through her served only to slow her down. Not until her back hit one of the storage containers did she finally stop, trapped. 
 
   Taymar pulled herself into a ball and rasped out, “Okay, okay,” hating her own weakness even as she spoke.
 
   Nevvis waited. Ready to pounce at any moment, he hovered over her, hypospray in hand.
 
   Closing her eyes, Taymar tried to concentrate on the brakeal, but she couldn’t focus. Finally, as Nevvis released his hold on her shaki, the rack of brakeal became clear in her mind. With effort, she stopped the random decrystallizing she had started in the center cylinder before it spread to the others.
 
   “I did it,” she whispered, cringing under Nevvis’s ominous presence.
 
   Nevvis crouched down in front of her. “I may let you live.” He grabbed her arm and put the hypospray against the back of her neck.
 
   “No!” she screamed. “I did it. I did what you told me.” She threw herself sideways and tried to jump to her feet, but pain gripped every muscle and sent her back to the floor in a heap. In the distance, she could see Captain Sean staring at her in shock. She heard the intercom tell him the brakeal had stabilized. Nevvis never blinked as he listened to the announcement, nor did he take his eyes off her. He just watched as the cold burning in her neck marked the death of all hope.
 
   Nevvis kept her there in a state of excruciating anguish, long enough for the thick blanket of klonide to cover up her psychic pathways. He backed up and the pain stopped. In his wake, he left her mind painted with a black sludge she could not penetrate.
 
   Defeated, Taymar dropped her head sideways against the crate. She buried her hands in her hair, hid her face, and waited for the punishment she knew was next.
 
   Rigid with rage, Nevvis stood with his back to her and addressed Sean. “Captain, would you have a security team escort her to my cabin? I think she will be safer that way.”
 
   Sean nodded and motioned to the security team that waited near the door as Nevvis turned back to Taymar, still visibly livid. Sparing her nothing, he reached down and jerked her to her feet. Then, digging again into his pocket, Nevvis pulled out his laser key. Taymar didn’t fight as he turned her so her back was toward him and grabbed her arms. She never even flinched when the eerie cold of the confinement band encircled her wrist. The klonide had stolen her psy-abilities, and with it her fight.
 
   “You will probably need to send two people with her,” Nevvis began, but when his eyes fell on the hulking form of the furry security man she had shot on Daryus, he added, “or one of him.”
 
   Sean, Nevvis, and even the furry man smiled. “If you can spare the manpower, someone needs to stay with her until I get there. If not, I will be there in a few minutes. I just need a little time to calm down.” 
 
   The hulking security officer reached for Taymar’s arm. “I will stay,” he announced, ushering the lifeless shell from the room.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17 – Kellin
 
    
 
   YittBrae adjusted his belt once more, drew in a long deep breath, and paused, hand halfway to the sensor. He glanced over his shoulder at Urvo, his long skins flipping sideways at the gesture. “UrvoDii, I want you here to witness this interaction, but I don’t want the Root to realize how much you know. I don’t want them to even know you exist, for your own protection as much as mine. Do you understand?”
 
   Urvo nodded and hoped he hadn’t flashed. “I do, sir. I understand completely.”
 
   Satisfied, YittBrae swiped the door and entered the com-chamber. With practiced moves, he pulled the control panel forward, tapped in the code, and stood back as the room darkened. The holo that filled the space was an obvious depiction of a control room from home. Dark panels covered the bunker walls, shielding the inhabitants from the violence that too often filled the cities. At the back was a vid-screen shaped to resemble a window that looked out over the Kiskqui Mountains, the sky deep red with the setting sun…the dying sun. The three Shreet at the table looked up as a holo of the brae no doubt filled their screens. Urvo slipped a little closer to the wall to make certain he didn’t appear in the feed. For him to continue being Yittbrae’s eyes and ears, he had to continue to not exist. In fact, he was pretty sure he had been a casualty on one of the early raid reports that went back to the Root. 
 
   “Yitt. You are early. The Vice Commander has yet to arrive,” said the oldest of the Shreet. Long, pale-blue braids dangled loosely down her back, and although Urvo couldn’t see them, he was sure that even the ends were without hair. The Royal Commander was an impressive figure; she had to be to command the entire Shreet fleet. But her arrogance was going to cost her this world. At least, Urvo hoped it would.
 
   “Forgive me, Commander. The third ring of our defensive shield is coming online today. I need to assist with the initializing process. I am sure you understand.”
 
   “I do not. You are supposed to be commanding a space station advanced enough to eventually serve as the way station for our fleet coming through the flux. Why are you attending to menial tasks such as initializing your shields? I fear you do not have the skin for the role I have given you. There have been too many losses of late. And too little progress.” The commander glanced over at the male to her right. Tisku, the real heir to the throne, despite the Vice Commander’s title. Everyone knew that when Commander Chiskiti resigned, or, more likely, was assassinated, it would be Tisku who would assume command. Probably even the Vice Commander was resigned to that fact. 
 
   Tisku leaned forward, his mottled yellowing orange skin betraying his upbringing in the klav mines. “Yittbrae, did you receive our convoy?”
 
   A flash of panic washed over Urvo as he watched, sure Yittbrae would glance over at him and betray his anonymity, but the brae proved that he had enough skin to manage the station, and more, with his smooth response. “I assure you, commanders, that I am capable of preparing this world for our expansion. I am aware of every detail of the operation of this ship and our mission. We have received no convoy from the Root. The last thing to pass through the flux was two of the five derits I requested. That was on rot 4565-201. We have seen nothing from the Root since. Perhaps your convoy is still waiting for clearance?”
 
   Tisku glanced behind him while the Royal Commander pulled up notes from the vid in front of her. After a moment of sorting, she tossed the record against the wall. “The convoy cleared rot 210, nearly ten rotations ago. I find it unlikely they would have slipped in past your notice.”
 
   “I assure you, they did not. Might I ask what type of convoy was it?”
 
   Tisku conferred with the sub-commander at the table for a moment, and then looked back at the brae. “Additional support and some key members of our security team. It seems they did not clear the flux. I find that suspicious.”
 
   “As do I, Commander.”
 
   The Royal Commander brought her icy gaze back to the brae. “It would be tempting to use the distance between us to establish control of that sector and break from the Root.”
 
   “It might be to some, Royal Commander, but I am sure you chose your security people carefully before sending them.” Yittbrae cocked his head a tiny bit and added, “Besides, as I have said, they could not have slipped through. We have complete control of this side of the flux. If something went wrong, it had to have been before they entered it.”
 
   “Our readings from this end indicate that the flux is completely stable.”
 
   “As do ours,” Yittbrae assured her. “Perhaps if you send additional support in the future, you should notify me so we can monitor the flux and be ready to receive your people and equipment.”
 
   Tisku chuckled softly. “I think your brae has more skin than you give him credit for, Royal Commander.”
 
   She nodded slowly, but didn’t share his smile. “Perhaps. Perhaps.” Without further comment, she reached out and collected her files from the wall, tossing them back to her vid. “Return to your duties, Yittbrae, but I want a detailed report indicating gains and losses thus far, and your exact plan to transport this fuel source you are talking about through the flux. From what I am reading, it is at the far edge of that sector. I do not see how you plan to efficiently move it such a great distance.”
 
   “That was the reason for my request of five derits, not two.”
 
   “Well, two is what you have, so make it work. I expect that report in the next few rots. You may have to skip some initializing ceremonies.”
 
   “Yes, Royal Commander. Is there anything else?”
 
   A blank holo was his answer as the commanders terminated their side of the connection. Yittbrae shut down his end; pulled in another long, slow breath; and finally turned to Urvo. “Did you know about the convoy?”
 
   Urvo shook his head. “The flux is growing more unstable.”
 
   “And possibly not just on our end. They will look into it more carefully now that they have realized a loss.”
 
   “Agreed, but that doesn’t mean they will find anything. The instability could be on this end only.”
 
   “And it doesn’t mean they won’t.” The brae turned and stared at the space that was the holo of the Royal Commander. “One thing we do know is that they suspect my intended break from the Root.”
 
   “But they don’t know about the fuel source on Drani. That’s good. If they knew how close it is to the flux, they would be here within a rot.”
 
   “True.” He turned and gave Urvo a hard stare. “We need to move up our plan. We need Drani now, and a reliable way to close that flux.”
 
   Urvo nodded. “Do you want me to create the report?”
 
   “No.” The brae headed toward the door. “You work on getting that Arlele on this ship, and make sure she is happy about it. I know what I need the reports to say. I will do them myself.”
 
   Urvo made certain to hide his relief as he followed the brae from the room. Too many things could be wrong on those reports, and he didn’t want to be the one that brought the Root flooding through the flux.
 
   ###
 
   No words were spoken as the furry man led Taymar down the corridors to Nevvis’s cabin. Though he stayed within reaching distance, he had released her arm as soon as they stepped through the cargo bay doors, and seemed to be keeping as much distance as possible. Taymar was mildly surprised. Most kars went out of their way to impose their position of power. 
 
   Not for the first time, she was wondering how large the ship really was by the time they finally stepped through the door. The furry man’s massive body filled the doorway as he stood, legs shoulder width apart, back straight, waiting for the door to close. Whatever was going to happen next, she was in no way going to stop him. Her mind was numb and her hands were banded behind her back. If he wanted revenge from Daryus, he was absolutely going to get it. The bed, the couch, or stand—those were her choices. She decided on standing, and walked over to the small window to watch the lights streak by. Great. They were tunneling again.
 
   “I am Lieutenant Kellin Sacondore. We met on Daryus.”
 
   “I remember,” she said, without turning around.
 
   “You are a warrior worthy of respect,” Kellin continued. “I made a mistake and judged you to be of little consequence the first time we met. You taught me humility and to not be tricked by size.”
 
   Taymar turned, not trying to hide her confusion. “What is with you people? You don’t thank the person who beat you down. You clean yourself up and beat them down in return. You and Ranealla are all about this lesson learning.”
 
   A tiny smile tipped one side of his lips, but his expression remained one of near reverence. “It is a precious few who can teach me about war. Who can beat me down, as you say. I am grateful for the lesson.”
 
   “I thought I killed you.”
 
   “It takes a lot to kill me. Although, you did make a solid effort.”
 
   This time, Taymar was the one who smiled, though briefly. 
 
   “Would you honor me with a rematch?”
 
   “You want me to try to kill you again? Seems a little silly to me.”
 
   Kellin stared at her, but didn’t answer. His gaze moved into the uncomfortable stage with remarkable speed, so she turned back to the window. “Won’t be much of a match right now,” she said, moving her shoulder to indicate her bound wrists.
 
   “Not now,” Kellin said, his offense clear in his voice. “You will be with us for a while, I think. When you are free again, we can battle in the game room. You can choose the form, if you wish. It is not often I come across a worthy opponent.”
 
   Taymar turned again and looked the man over. He was a monster. Taller than any Arlele she had ever met, and at least as wide. He would be a bad day for any mining foreman on Drani. She didn’t stand a chance against him without her teke. But whatever. “Sure. If I am ever free again, I will come find you.”
 
   Kellin nodded and walked over to the couch. “I will sit here,” he announced, dropping onto the suddenly too small piece of furniture. 
 
   His formality was off-putting, to say the least, but it was also a little bit endearing. She watched him for a bit, but he didn’t move. He only stared at the door. How did her life become so strange? Depressed and exhausted, she moved over to the corner and slid to the floor. Way too many hours sitting in isolation with her hands bound behind her had taught her that sitting up in a corner was her only pain-free option. 
 
   In a slow trickle, reality settled in. She had ruined her one and only chance of escape. Can we go to navigation? Those were the words that were going to sentence her to the slow death she had only recently escaped. Can we go to navigation? Taymar clenched her fists and wished she could shove them through the hull. If she had been anywhere but in navigation, her plan would have worked. The Shreet ship was close; she could feel it in the tension on the ship. They would have come and she would have stolen one of their shuttles this time, and if she died, she died. But at least she wouldn’t do it on Drani.
 
   The trickle opened up and devastating grief rushed in, enveloping her like a thick blanket of choking smoke. Her arms and legs became too heavy to move. Every breath required effort, and the wall she stared at became the backdrop for memories of her past, visions of her future. Isolation rooms. Tests. The medcom. The soft click of locking doors rang in her ears, and the smell of sterile rooms filled her nostrils. Their voices, their commands rang out in her mind as if they were in the room now. The drone of the computer, “Entering. Taymar of Council, ki, Nevvis of Corallis.” The command of the kar, “Rakki!” They were too real to be so far away. The ice-cold of the tables she had been restrained to so many times was on a different planet, yet she could feel it against her back, her skin. Somewhere in the distance, the man named Kellin spoke, but his words were lost in the suffocating darkness that tried to consume her. 
 
   As the terrors of her past clarified into the realities of the future she knew she was about to experience, Taymar slammed her head back against the wall and let her fear and rage scream out into the cabin. She screamed until her voice cracked. Until her will was only a thin, tattered memory and she had nothing left to scream with. 
 
   The furry man’s face swam in front of her, blurred behind the tears that she wouldn’t shed. He looked worried, or maybe confused. She couldn’t tell. “I can’t,” she whispered to him. To herself. “I can’t go back. I will make Nevvis kill me before I go back there. Dead, at least I will find peace.”
 
   The face drew closer. His lips moved, but the sound took a while to reach her ears. Maybe she had broken them with her screaming. That would be okay. Then she wouldn’t hear the orders, the locks, the machines. “Do you hear me? You are not the type to give up. That is not who you are.”
 
   She wanted to answer him, but it took too much effort. He started talking again, and this time the sounds matched his lips. “You are a warrior, a fighter, and there is no honor in giving in to death.”
 
   Taymar looked away. “You don’t know what you are saying. You don’t understand what waits for me on that planet.”
 
   “I think I do. I too have a home I have no desire to see. It is a place of constant war and slavery. A place where mothers sell their children, and children kill. Mine is a home running with blood and savagery.”
 
   When she looked back at him, the confusion was gone, replaced by a fierceness she could understand. When he continued speaking, softer this time, she watched his eyes and drank in his conviction as if it were lifesaving water. “I did not give in to those dishonorable ways, nor did I give in to the death my own brother sought. Instead, I found my own source of honor, and finally my way out. You too must do what I have done. Warriors do not give up.”
 
   They stared at each other in silence, an understanding passing between them that words could not convey, until Taymar finally nodded. Kellin nodded back, rose with the slow control of a predator, and returned to the couch. 
 
   “I will fight you,” Taymar said, speaking softly and slowly. “And I will win.”
 
   Kellin’s only reply was that same tiny smile on one side of his mouth. It was enough.
 
   ###
 
   How much time had passed, Taymar couldn’t say, but she was fighting off drowsiness when the door slid open and a much calmer Nevvis stepped into the room. Almost immediately, Kellin stood, but Taymar never even opened her eyes. She was still sulking on the floor with her head leaning against the wall, her now-numb arms bound behind her back.
 
   “Thank you, Lieutenant Sacondore,” said Nevvis as the lieutenant headed out what had to be the door. “You may have saved her life.”
 
   “I doubt that,” Kellin remarked as the door slid closed.
 
   Nevvis stood silent for a moment, and she knew he was watching her. Taymar couldn’t help but wonder if Kellin had meant that she wouldn’t have tried to commit suicide, or that Nevvis wouldn’t have killed her. There was probably some truth to both statements.
 
   “So,” began Nevvis, agitation still putting an edge on his tone. “What do you have for me now, Tay? Another shard of glass to slit my throat, or maybe you’re looking to give me another shot of klonide, the way you did a year ago?” That had been the reason for her second stay in holding.
 
   “I have nothing,” muttered Taymar, still not looking at him. She knew after the nav-deck incident it would be a long time before Nevvis trusted her again. She was right. 
 
   “Rakki. Come away from the wall first,” he ordered in his usual cool manner.
 
   Sucking in a ragged breath, Taymar closed her eyes again and drew strength from Kellin’s words. Then, with effort, she pushed herself up the wall, took three steps toward the couch, and then dropped to her knees. The proper rakki position required an Arlele to kneel with feet flat and arms extended, palms up. Since Taymar’s arms were bound behind her back, she could not do a full rakki, but she did what parts she could.
 
   Nevvis circled her like a wary animal, making a complete trip around her before approaching. “Open your hands,” he commanded, stepping up behind her. He checked her hands and wrists, then felt around her waist and in her pockets for any weapons she may have been hiding. He even removed her shoes and rubbed his hands along her legs. When at last he was satisfied that she indeed had nothing, he simply gave her the okay and then stepped over to lean against the backside of the couch. At this, Taymar sat down on her feet and again waited.
 
   “What were you thinking, Tay? Tell me that much.” Nevvis folded his arms across his chest and stared hard at her.
 
   For the first time since Nevvis entered the room, Taymar faced him, looking straight into his cold, golden stare. As she spoke, she had to work hard to keep her voice from breaking, but even she could hear the desperation in her words. “I was thinking about you. About what you said.”
 
   “What I said about what?”
 
   Taymar’s control started to slip. “I was thinking about Drani. About what you said about sakuritu and being locked up day after day for the rest of my life, and I knew I had to escape somehow.”
 
   “By blowing up the ship?”
 
   “No,” she countered. “Captain Sean would have transported the reactor chamber off the ship. I have known the Shreet were nearby now for some time. I can feel the tension of this crew. I figured the explosion of the brakeal would get that ship’s attention. When the Shreet took over this ship, I would have escaped in one of their shuttles,” Taymar explained, still sitting on her feet. “It would have worked too, if I hadn’t been stupid enough to ask to see the nav-deck.”
 
   Nevvis’s jaw fell open. “You were going to turn an entire ship full of people into prisoners of the Shreet just so you could travel into deep space for two days and suffocate?”
 
   “I was willing to take my chances. Besides, everyone was thanking me the last time I did it.”
 
   “That time it was the other way around! The Shreet are the bad guys, Tay.”
 
   “How can you tell?” she returned.
 
   Nevvis was silent. He had no answer for her. “Taymar,” he said finally. “There is so much you don’t understand. You have spent your whole life trying to break out of the system you’re trapped in, but there’s a whole universe of bigger systems out there. Once you’re out of one, you are already buried in another. I’m not going to fault you for trying to escape. I knew you would. But I cannot overlook your total disregard for the other lives you put in danger.” Then he turned and headed off toward the eating area.
 
   “You would have done the same thing,” Taymar challenged.
 
   Nevvis stopped short and turned to look at her again. “No, Tay. I wouldn’t have. I have been in some bad spots, and I can tell you honestly I wouldn’t have done what you tried to do today.” He stared at her with cold amber eyes until she finally looked away. “Go sit down on the bed and wait for me,” he ordered, disappearing into the other room.
 
   When he returned, Nevvis was carrying a small glass full of murky white liquid. He set it on the stand by the bed and then pressed his thumb against the lock on the drawer. It answered with a hiss and cracked open. Pushing her legs aside, Nevvis used his laser key to open the bag that he kept in the drawer, took a package of powder from the bag, and after closing his things back up, mixed the powder with the drink. When he was finally done, Nevvis held the glass up to Taymar’s mouth. “Drink it.” 
 
   Taymar’s panic was instantaneous. “I’m not thirsty,” she breathed, twisting her head slightly to get away.
 
   Nevvis buried his free hand in her hair and jerked her head back around. “I said drink it.” 
 
   Taymar’s breathing came in rasps. Her heart drummed in her ears and the room started spinning. “What is it?” she asked, trying unsuccessfully to pull away. With her hands still bound behind her back and no teke to help her, it was a futile effort.
 
   The grip in her hair tightened as Nevvis pulled her toward him. “Taymar, if you don’t drink this right now, we are going to have a problem, and I don’t think you are going to like the solution.”
 
   Taymar didn’t need her telepathy to know exactly what he meant. So, with a brief stab of pain to prompt her, Taymar opened her mouth and tried not to choke as Nevvis poured the drug down her throat.
 
   When the glass was empty, Nevvis slammed it down on the night table and then turned back to Taymar with fire in his eyes. “You don’t know when to quit, Tay,” he fumed, still holding her hair in his fist. “Anybody else would have taken the medicine, no questions asked, and probably been glad it wasn’t an injection, but not you. No, you sit here stripped of your psychic ability, arms bound behind you and physically outmatched, yet you still have the nerve to challenge me. What is it that makes you do these things?” He released her hair but didn’t step away. “It’s not stupidity, because you are anything but stupid. So, what is it? Pride? Do you think you’re undefeatable?”
 
   Nevvis paused, waiting for an answer. Taymar had none to give. She knew anything she said would only annoy him further. Instead, she kept quiet and worked at fighting back the tears that threatened to break away.
 
   “You’re not,” Nevvis informed her, and with that statement, he reached down and untied the drawstring at her waist.
 
   The horrors of her life before Nevvis stepped in as her ki flooded her thoughts, before moving to Nevvis’s house, when she lived in the glass room subject to whatever her prior ki wanted to do to her. Every thought but those abandoned her, and she launched herself at Nevvis with everything she had.
 
   Nevvis was knocked backward, but he managed to keep his footing. Taymar hopped sideways to regain her balance and charged at him again. Leaning into her shoulder, she aimed for his back, but he turned before she could make contact. Her shoulder glanced off his side, but his arms wrapped around her as she plowed by. Before she could get herself turned back around, Nevvis had her facedown over the bed, his mouth right next to her ear. 
 
   Taymar tried to wiggle out from under him, cursing her bound hands that made it too easy for Nevvis to hold her still. “I won’t hurt you, Tay. I wouldn’t do that,” Nevvis said, his body pressing her against the bed. “You know that. I’m not Teln.” 
 
   As his words wiggled their way through the panic, Taymar sucked in another panting breath and stopped trying to push him away.
 
   “I was just pulling the string because you couldn’t. You know that’s not who I am.” 
 
   A wave of exhaustion washed over her as what he was saying finally settled in. She nodded, but didn’t speak as she realized she was trembling.
 
   Nevvis took his weight off of her, but stayed close, rubbing her arm after helping her stand. “I’m sorry,” he said.
 
   As soon as he moved, Taymar turned away from him and worked at regaining control of her emotions. Where that panic had come from, she had no idea, but it had been all consuming and she felt like wet paper in its wake. Despite that, Nevvis’s hand on her shoulder made her jump.
 
   “Relax,” Nevvis said, turning her back around. “I’m just going to release your arms.”
 
   When he finished, Nevvis handed her the shirt she had worn the night before. “Go change,” he said, finality clear in his voice.
 
   Taymar grabbed the shirt and headed for the washroom. The exhaustion she had felt earlier multiplied exponentially as she stood leaning over the small basin that served as a sink. For a moment, she considered just taking a short nap right there on the floor. She could warp the lock so Nevvis couldn’t get it. Then she stared at herself in the mirror. No, she couldn’t, because the klonide had stolen her teke. 
 
   Disgusted with herself, she swiped the door and found Nevvis waiting by the bed with his laser key. “Do you have anything with you besides your clothes?” he asked before she crossed the room.
 
   Shaking her head, Taymar dropped her clothes on the floor and spread her arms out to the side. She fully expected to have to kneel again, and as total exhaustion continued its consumption of her body, she wondered if she would have the energy to get back up. But, Nevvis surprised her by giving her a curt okay and motioning her toward him.
 
   After taking her clothes from her and tossing them to the floor, Nevvis held up his key expectantly. Taymar didn’t dare petition for her freedom tonight. Instead, she just turned her weary body around and placed her hands behind her back, the whole time trying not to sway as she stood waiting, but Nevvis didn’t bind her hands. Instead, he took hold of her armband and turned her around to face him.
 
   “I don’t think you’ll be going anywhere tonight,” he foretold with a wry grin. Then he fired at her band, locking her hands in front of her.
 
   As if prompted by his words, Taymar began losing her fight against the encroaching sleep. She could no longer keep her eyes open, and her legs started to betray her. She would have fallen had Nevvis not caught her and lifted her onto the bed.
 
   “What was in the glass?” Taymar murmured as Nevvis pulled the blankets over her and called off the lights.
 
   Nevvis climbed into bed beside her and pushed her closer the wall. “Slow-activating klonide and a sedative,” he answered. “Good night,” he whispered, but Taymar was already too sleepy to answer.
 
   ###
 
   The next morning, Taymar woke to the soft tingling of Nevvis’s hand brushing lightly across her skin. Her first instinct was to try to scramble out of bed, but Nevvis tightened his grip on the arm he held pinned above her head. After last night, it was all the warning she needed.
 
   He propped himself up on his elbow next to her and moved a lock of hair aside. The room was still dark, but judging by the way she felt, she was fairly certain she was in the ship’s day cycle.
 
   Taymar concentrated on not moving as Nevvis traced along the narrow band of spots that started above her temple and followed her hairline down to her shoulder. She wanted to twist away, to break free of his intrusive touch, but she knew any freedom gained would only be temporary. He was making a point. He was her ki, and he could do what he wanted. And he was right, mostly.
 
   “Relax, Tay,” Nevvis coaxed. “Your body was enjoying this quite a bit before you woke up.” He brushed the hair away from her neck and continued following the diamond of spots that started below her ear. He stopped just shy of where they disappeared beneath her shirt and ended in tiny dots along her outer breast. “I wish Drani women had spots,” Nevvis decided, casually pausing in his exploration while Taymar shuddered. 
 
   Despite her best intentions, she bent her free leg and was about to twist away when mild pain crept in through her shaki. As soon as her leg went down, the pain stopped and Nevvis continued as if nothing had happened. “Spots are so alluring; especially yours, Tay. Not all Arlele women have spots so seductively placed.” As he spoke, Nevvis hooked one of his legs over hers and pulled it toward him.
 
   Although her arms were no longer pinned, she didn’t bother trying to put them down. She knew he would just put them back up again. There were times, though thankfully rare, that he demanded cooperation. An entire week in isolation had been spent on that one lesson. She had fought with him about touching her hair. It turned into a massive battle of wills that ended in isolation. In the end, he won. She still had a vivid memory of him finally walking back through the door of that isolation room after all of those eternal days. All she could think was, Please, touch it. Do whatever you want with it. Just let me out of this room.
 
   As Nevvis’s fingers continued to dance over her skin with frightening precision, Taymar closed her eyes and forced her mind away from the sudden waves of intense pleasure he sent coursing through her body. She hated that he could do that to her, and like everything else with Nevvis, fighting him only seemed to make things worse. He never crossed the line, though. His fingers would dip under her shirt, along her collar bone, but no further. His presence was invasive, but never overtly sexual. It was as if he has a personal filter that always stopped him just shy of pushing too far. But even if he did ever try to take her body, she would always have her will. That was the one thing he could never take. She had to give that to him, and there was absolutely nothing he could do about it.
 
   His hand pressed against shoulder and then dipped down to follow the spots along her inner forearm. She felt his breath on her neck and his nearness set her skin tingling, but Taymar steeled her thoughts and her will. This was a battle he would never win. She tucked her bound wrists under her head and focused on her sarokk and on Rook. She thought about the funny vines that covered the paths on Daryus and about her fight with Idin. She filled her mind with visions of the last five months, until Nevvis’s hand slowed its exploration. 
 
   When his fingers decided to placate themselves picking at locks of hair, she decided to ask him one of the questions that had been haunting her since she had been brought aboard the ship. “Have you ever killed anyone?” 
 
   Nevvis stared. After a brief hesitation he nodded, but his frown said that he didn’t like the question.
 
   “When an Arlele is sentenced to death, they are killed through their shaki, right?” 
 
   Again, Nevvis nodded. “Why?” 
 
   “I want to know, have you ever killed an Arlele that way?”
 
   “Yes,” came his simple, if reluctant, reply, but he offered no more.
 
   Taymar nodded. “Would you be the one to kill me if I receive a death sentence when we get back to Drani?”
 
   She could see by his expression that Nevvis didn’t like the question. In fact, she was beginning to think he wouldn’t answer it when he finally brushed her cheek with his thumb and nodded. “Could be. Usually a chalki does it. But what makes you think you will get a death sentence? You didn’t kill anyone. Or is there something you need to tell me?”
 
   Taymar shook her head. That wasn’t the point. For a moment she thought about his answer, and then, pulling her arms closer to her head to keep them from going numb, she looked directly at Nevvis and asked him, “Do you have anyone who cares for you?”
 
   Nevvis looked at her in confusion, but as he thought about the answer, a rueful smile crossed his lips. “As we speak, there are quite a number of women, not just on Drani, who care very deeply for my position and my wealth, but I can’t say that any of them care much for me.”
 
   Taymar didn’t smile. Instead, she turned her attention to the wall.
 
   “What’s the problem?” Nevvis asked at last, pulling the cover back over her and scooting back.
 
   “No one cares for me. You would be the one to kill me. Jalkean would do the same thing, if he were told to. I have no parents, no siblings, and no friends. No one cares about me.”
 
   “Tay,” Nevvis began. “That’s emotions talking. You got a good night’s sleep. Now you just need to eat and get some exercise, and you will feel much better.” With his diagnosis made, he pulled her arms back down to her chest and smiled at her.
 
   Taymar turned to stare at the wall again.
 
   “Listen, if it makes you feel any better, I have no parents to speak of either, at least none that are speaking to me. I didn’t take over the family mine as I was supposed to, being the oldest, and I have apparently led my youngest brother astray, so I’ve been disowned. It seems like half of my friends are jealous of you, and like I said, my female friends want the power and position, not the man. So I understand where you’re coming from, but you need to think about it a different way.”
 
   Nevvis paused. When he didn’t start again, Taymar grudgingly turned to face him. “Yesterday you said something about a sarokk. I assume it’s an animal that is kept as a pet?”
 
   Taymar nodded, “But it would have been free to come and go as it pleased.”
 
   “All right,” Nevvis said. “Now, what if this sarokk started to get mean? What if it killed other people’s pets and even attacked you? You would lock it up and try to teach it not to be so mean, but if that didn’t work, what then? You could either keep it locked up and watch it grow meaner and miserable, or you could kill it. What would you do, Tay?”
 
   For a long time, Taymar thought about what he had asked her. If she let it go, it could still come back and kill the other people’s pets, but she could never keep it locked up. She thought about taking it out into the jungle to let it go, but if it were a pet, it wouldn’t survive. It would probably die a slow and horrible death. Finally, she answered. “I would kill it.”
 
   “Why?” Nevvis persisted, driving home his point.
 
   “Because I wouldn’t want it to suffer.”
 
   “So, you would take its life because you cared about it?”
 
   Taymar nodded. While her situation wasn’t quite the same, he did have a point.
 
   “You’re right about Jalkean and me in one respect. We would both kill you if we had to, but you’re wrong about not caring. Jalkean likes you very much. He always has. He’s the one who asked to work with you as a kar. He would gladly accept the responsibility of ki for you if he were a little older and a stronger telepath. And, unlike everyone else, it’s not because he wants the status of being your ki. Jalkean just likes you, plain and simple. He does care for you, Tay. And so do I. If I didn’t, you would have been through sakuritu long ago. In fact, you would have been dead that first time we met in the medical lab when you killed the technician.”
 
   Taymar snapped her head around to look at him again.
 
   “Yes, Tay. When you knocked that cabinet unit down on him, it killed him. I covered for you because I couldn’t blame you for what you did. In that situation, I would have done the same thing.” Nevvis paused and ran his fingers through her bangs again. “Now, come on. Let’s get some breakfast and get out of here.” With that, Nevvis rolled away and climbed out of bed, naked.
 
   “Up. Up. Up,” he called when Taymar curled up in a ball of blankets instead of getting out of bed.
 
   “I’m still tired,” she insisted.
 
   Nevvis walked back to the bed and pulled the covers away. “No, you’re still depressed. There is a difference. Now, get up.”
 
   “Okay,” Taymar yelled, just before Nevvis pulled her out by her feet. “I’ll get up, but I’m not hungry.”
 
   “Well, you’re going to eat,” he said, and then left to dress.
 
   ###
 
   After some coaxing, Nevvis managed to get Taymar out of bed and to the table for breakfast. Nevvis had decided on a loose burgundy tunic that dropped casually over black pants and offered plenty of mobility in case he had to chase Taymar through the ship again. But he doubted it would come to that. She was on the verge of despondent, still wearing his oversize shirt and picking at her food. It was going to be a long day if this kept up. A chirp at the door was a welcomed distraction from the gloom she was putting out.
 
   “Enter,” yelled Nevvis. He didn’t try to hide his smile as Ranealla glided in, carrying two changes of clothes. “Tay. You’re saved! She managed to shred the shirt you gave her yesterday trying to blow up the ship. What was she thinking?” he said, standing to greet the intoxicating telepath. Gods! She even smelled good.
 
   Ranealla just shook her head at him and handed the clothes to Taymar. Her hands were still bound, which wasn’t an oversight. Klonide or not, she was still dangerous and she needed to lose some of that overconfidence. Being alone on Daryus hadn’t been good for her. Ranealla’s look of condemnation as Taymar picked a pair of pants out of the pile and headed for the washroom said she didn’t agree. Interestingly, her telepathy said nothing.
 
   “Oh, all right!” he said, trying for amused as he attempted to slip unnoticed into Ranealla’s thoughts. “Tay, grab my key and come here.” 
 
   Taymar wandered over to the bed table and picked up his key. When she finally made it to the breakfast table, she was even dragging her feet. He settled his thumb over the identifier and fired the light from the key at her band. The solid beam encircling her other wrist dissolved into the particles it was made from. With a wink, he sent her off to change, but his playfulness didn’t even earn him an eye roll. Oh, yes. A very long day.
 
   “She’s really down,” Ranealla said, grabbing the third chair off the floor, noting its broken leg and returning it to its final resting place. “I will get you a replacement.” 
 
   Nevvis wrinkled his nose and motioned for her to take his seat. “I’ve seen worse. She’ll come whizzing back in a day or so and be meaner than ever. Want some breakfast?”
 
   “No thanks. Go ahead and eat. Will you come whizzing out of it too and start being nice?” 
 
   Nevvis grinned and sat back down. “In a day or two,” he said, and then added, “You sure are being forgiving to the woman who tried to kill. Twice.”
 
   “I am convinced that had she wanted to kill anybody either time, she would have done it.”
 
   “Okay. I concede.” Nevvis stabbed another bite and took his time chewing it before continuing. “You’re right. I should back off a little. After all, she was good last night.”
 
   “In what way?” Ranealla’s expression was a cross between curiosity and disapproval.
 
   Nevvis looked up briefly, considered addressing her unspoken accusation, and decided against it. Let her wonder. Without answering, he went back to his meal. 
 
   “Unseal that airtight mind of yours and listen to me,” Ranealla ordered, stabbing at him with his knife.
 
   Nevvis continued eating with a grin.
 
   <The captain told me why you wanted those schematics. I mean, other than the obvious.> She set the knife down. <He told me what you planned to do with Taymar, and that you still want to do it.>
 
   Nevvis shook his head to clear it, then looked at Ranealla in surprise. Taymar hadn’t exaggerated when she’d described the Asheerian’s telepathy as being difficult to follow. Nearly impossible was a better descriptor. Her entire message had entered his mind as a solid thought. A confused thought, but one thought just the same. 
 
   As he sorted it out, he shoved down the brief desire to choke the captain for confiding in her so thoroughly, but if the truth were told, he probably didn’t have a choice. She was a telepath, after all. But something about her nagged at him. <We have to move forward, regardless,> he sent without looking at her. <I can’t take her back to Drani.> 
 
   Just then Taymar came back, clean and dressed in red. As soon as she looked at Nevvis and Ranealla, resentment flooded her thoughts. She knew they were speaking telepathically, and she hated them for it.
 
   “Tay,” he called as she was about to climb back into bed. When she finally looked up, he motioned for her to come to him.
 
   With a heavy sigh, Taymar trudged back to the table and held her arms out so he could bind them again. Nevvis just shook his head and pointed to her virtually untouched plate. “Eat.”
 
   “I’m really not hungry.” 
 
   “I really don’t recall asking. You’ve had two meals in two days. You’re going to eat.”
 
   Taymar stared at her plate. For a moment, Nevvis wondered if she was about to be sick, but she finally stabbed at another bite and watched bitterly as the conversation before her resumed.
 
   Ranealla’s brows furled in concern as she turned back to Nevvis. <Sending her to that space station without any information would be murder.> 
 
   Nevvis took a minute to figure out what she had thought to him, and then without looking up, sent back, <No. Sending her in without any plans would be giving her a fighting chance. Sending her back to Drani would be murder. She will never survive going back. It will kill her.> 
 
   Ranealla had nothing else to say. She needed only to watch Taymar push her food from one side of her plate to the other to know that Nevvis spoke the truth.
 
   Nevvis looked up at his charge and smiled. “She’s got to get mad,” he said aloud. “She can’t be mad and sad at the same time.” Then, to Taymar he announced, “You need to go pick a fight with some unsuspecting arrogant man, Tay.”
 
   He had left all sorts of openings for one of Taymar’s witty comebacks, but she offered none. She just worked on swallowing another bite.
 
   “Seriously, Taymar. You need to get some exercise. If you want, we can go down to the recreation center and spar. It will be your chance to get me back. I’m a little out of practice since you left.”
 
   “You will have to wait in line,” she informed him. “Lieutenant Sacadorey wants me first.”
 
   Baffled, Nevvis and Ranealla looked at each other. “Who?” Nevvis inquired, scooting away from the table.
 
   “That hairy man who was in here last night. The one I shot on Daryus. He wants a second chance at me.”
 
   “Oh!” exclaimed Ranealla. “You mean Kellin Sacondore,” she corrected, putting the accent back on the middle syllable where it belonged. “I’ll bet he does want a second shot at you. You leveled him as if he were a new recruit the first time you two met. He’s off today, at least for now, so I’ll let him know you’re ready.”
 
   Nevvis was satisfied with that arrangement and got up to clear their plates. “Are you finished?” he inquired before taking Taymar’s dish. He knew full well what the answer was.
 
   Taymar shoved the full plate toward him and got up.
 
   In a short time, all three were leaving the room. Nevvis and Ranealla were headed for a meeting with Sean, and Taymar was on her way to meet Kellin under the escort of two ship security officers.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18 – Fight
 
    
 
   Her escorts led Taymar to a large gray room that had been divided into several smaller chambers by clear, thick walls. The area closest to the door was spattered with a variety of exercise machines, most of which were occupied by clearly unhappy people. After a brief conversation that she didn’t even try to listen to, the female escort continued into the rec-com, leaving her male counterpart stationed at the door. Taymar ignored them both and wandered farther into the room to see what had drawn the crowd in front of her.
 
   Inside one of the glass rooms, two swordsmen, each dressed in a white safety suit, one streaked with red and the other with blue, slashed at each other with speed and menace. The fight was savage, but beautiful and hypnotic. She had seen sword fights before, but they were always practiced. Methodical. The swords were the same, and the match became a dance. This time was different. 
 
   The larger sword was being wielded by the player streaked with red. It would have hit Taymar at the center of her rib cage if it were standing on end, and it ended with hooks on either side that arched back toward the long, straight hilt. 
 
   The other weapon belonged to the smaller blue-streaked competitor, and Taymar decided it would have been her sword of choice. Not only was it shorter than the first blade, only reaching her waist, but it was also narrower and lighter. The entire weapon swept into a long arc with an edge on only one side. 
 
   Again and again, the swords met in a reverberating clang that reached through the thick wall. Taymar could feel the repercussion of the metal down her arm as they collided and withdrew, only to collide again. 
 
   The smaller blue player was the quicker and more aggressive of the two. Blue’s strategy seemed to wear the red player down through injury and speed. With long, sweeping slashes for which the arc of the sword was perfect, Blue attacked relentlessly, but more often than not the strikes were blocked.
 
   In contrast, the larger red fighter focused on trying to disarm his opponent. Red’s sword was perfectly designed for it. Nearly every countermove Red made involved a backward sweep of the sword trying to catch the smaller weapon in the thornlike claws of his blade. Red was also noticeably stronger, with a longer reach. Although Red’s strikes were fewer in number, they were far more damaging when they connected.
 
   Taymar shoved her way to the front and stood pressed against the glass, totally engrossed in the ensuing battle. Adrenaline coursed as Blue connected with Red’s fighting arm, and another red stripe appeared on the white suit. It seemed that Red was actually feeling the pain of the pseudo wound. Red became slower and visibly tired, even going so far as to change sword arms.
 
   Just when Blue seemed to have won the battle, the table turned. Blue made a long, arching swing for Red’s midsection, but instead of blocking the attack, Red stepped back and followed it through. Then, just at the end of the swing, Red twisted his sword around Blue’s, hooking it into the claw of his own. With a backward jerk, he yanked the sword from his blue-streaked opponent’s hand. At the loss of Blue’s sword, a buzzer split the air and Red was announced the victor.
 
   Even as the players began removing their suits, the red and blue stripes were disappearing. When they pulled off their helmets, Taymar’s suspicion was confirmed. Red was a man and Blue was a woman, and they were obviously a couple based on their long, deep kiss at the door. Behind her, a low growl made her jump.
 
   “Emotional displays have no place in a Tarlak,” said Kellin.
 
   “Do you always sneak up on people?” she demanded, slightly embarrassed that she hadn’t known he was there. That wouldn’t have happened without the klonide.
 
   “If you did not hear me, the fault is yours,” Kellin returned calmly, still glaring at the embracing couple. “Being married does not excuse this behavior.” He turned to confront the swordsmen, but before he got to them, they separated and strode hand in hand from the room, taking their swords with them. As they did, the crowd dispersed as well, and soon only the glaring Kellin and Taymar were left.
 
   Taymar stepped away from the wall so as not to have it at her back. “I thought it was a good fight,” she protested. “Does Red always win?”
 
   Kellin looked at her with a blank stare. 
 
   Realizing her mistake, Taymar clarified. “Does the man always win?”
 
   “No,” Kellin answered. “They are evenly matched. Larin is quicker and probably the more skilled of the two, but her husband, Yar, is stronger. He has a longer reach, and he fights with a deadly and difficult weapon.”
 
   Taymar nodded, turning to watch the next two players suit up. Something about the way the new men moved told her they were not nearly as skilled as the last two had been. They lacked confidence and poise. In fact, they seemed almost embarrassed.
 
   “Are you ready to battle?” asked Kellin. His tone betrayed his contempt of the next competitors.
 
   “Sure,” she said, already feeling the fade from the adrenaline rush.
 
   “How would you like to fight?” Kellin asked. He was dressed in a tight-fitting black bodysuit. The legs only went down to the middle of his thighs, and the top was nothing more than two straps extending from the waist and stretching over his shoulders. Overall, given the hair, the teeth, and his massive muscles, Kellin was a ferocious sight.
 
   Taymar shrugged. “You’re the one seeking revenge. You choose. But, I would rather not use a laser weapon again. I don’t know if you can avoid dying if I have to kill you twice.”
 
   “Will you fight me in hand-to-hand combat, no weapons?” Kellin asked formally.
 
   Taymar eyed him askance, but nodded. She really didn’t care what they did. She could tell that Kellin had noticed her lack of enthusiasm, but she wasn’t interested in his opinion, either.
 
   As Kellin led her to the back of the room, he explained the various sections as they went. They paused at one chamber, where two teams clashed in a savage game that had bodies hitting the wall and sliding across the floor. Each team member held a cupped racket with a cover that they wielded like weapons. It was being used as both a bat and a shield, and to throw a small ball into one of four holes. Taymar stopped trying to figure out the rules and resolved herself to the fact that there must not be any.
 
   “It is called piticul on Elgire, where it came from, but now it is more often called bruteball. No one will play it with me anymore.”
 
   Taymar didn’t wonder why.
 
   At last, they arrived at a chamber with white mats covering the floor. Two people were already using the room, so Taymar and Kellin waited. The fighters were practicing a form of combat involving continuous arm contact that looked to be as boring to do as it was to watch. 
 
   The room reminded her of the recreation compounds in Newete. Not in appearance, but in principal. At almost any hour, the massive compounds would be alive with activity since they were the only places on Drani where an Arlele and a Dran could fight on the same terms. Except under extreme circumstances, Dran were not allowed to tap Arleles. Arleles still couldn’t possess a bladed weapon, but they could physically destroy anyone who challenged them, or get destroyed trying, without any legal consequences.
 
   Taymar and Nevvis had spent many hours in the Central Newete compound. Like Red and Blue from earlier, they were evenly matched. Nevvis was stronger and more skilled, but Taymar was fast and relentless, with better endurance. And thanks to Nevvis’s home gym holo program, she was becoming more skilled by the day. Or at least she had been, before she left. 
 
   When Kellin asked if she was ready, Taymar wasn’t even aware that the room had been vacated. As if by some unwritten universal law, they both removed their shoes before stepping into the padded room. “Are you sure you can fight effectively in that?” Kellin asked, giving her long, baggy clothes a skeptical glance.
 
   “Yeah,” Taymar assured him, privately wondering if he hadn’t meant “like that” instead of “in that,” referring to her attitude rather than her clothes. To make him feel better, she reached down and put three cuffs in each of her pant legs, and then turned her lagging attention back to the hulking gray man before her. Even on a good day, he would be a formidable opponent, especially without the aid of her telekinesis. This wasn’t a good day, though, and Taymar was fairly sure she was in for a beating.
 
   He was already crouched and ready. Sucking in a deep breath, Taymar fell into something close to a fighting position and waited for Kellin to make the first move. Ordinarily, Taymar preferred to be the aggressor, but today her heart wasn’t in the fight.
 
   Kellin noted her halfhearted stance and moved in quickly. His foot came up for a kick, but he snapped it back and grabbed her blocking arm instead. She played into his ploy so perfectly it may as well have been choreographed. There was no way to counter it, and as expected her back hit the mat.
 
   Without comment, Kellin positioned himself again. Taymar pushed herself up and moved to circle him, but again her mind was too slow and he swept his leg under her feet. Her delayed attempt to jump only aided Kellin in sending her crashing to the mat a second time.
 
   Taymar lay sprawled on the white floor, gazing into Kellin’s expressionless face. Slowly, annoyance began replacing depression and she silently resolved to make a better effort. Kellin had a different idea, and before she made it halfway up he knocked her back down. Annoyance melted into anger as her head bounced off the mats, and before she had even stopped moving, Taymar arched her back and pushed her weight onto her upper body. She thrust her feet forward, planting them hard in Kellin’s groin. He staggered backward. If there was one thing Taymar could not tolerate, it was being toyed with, which she knew already was exactly what Kellin had been hoping for.
 
   “You have an affinity for kicking men there, don’t you?” Kellin groaned, struggling to straighten himself for her next attack. 
 
   Taymar didn’t answer. She just let the sweet taste of adrenaline replace the bitter gloom of moments ago. In rapid succession, she loosed three brutal kicks to his abdomen and then turned to lash out at his face, but was blocked.
 
   The ferocity of her attack left Kellin momentarily stunned, but not for long. He used his block to capture her leg for a throw, but he was dealing with the new Taymar, the one who had been fighting her entire life. The one who wasn’t hampered by fear or depression. His moment of uncertainty allowed her to twist away and somersault to the ground. In an instant, she was back on her feet and ready.
 
   Before attacking again, Taymar took a moment to regroup. Her typical strategy was to target her opponent’s head and legs. With Kellin that wouldn’t work. He was tall. Very tall. Any moves to his face would be easy to anticipate, and his legs were more like tree trunks than limbs. Every man had a weak spot in his groin, but Taymar was certain he wouldn’t be pulled into that trap again. All of that meant she was left with the soft area under his rib cage, his lower back, and his knees. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do, because Taymar was out of time. Kellin was moving in.
 
   His foot hissed through the air. Taymar dropped to the floor to avoid another head shot. She rolled toward him and lashed out as hard as she could, catching Kellin in the back of his left knee. It would have been a devastating blow had she not been lying on the floor at the time, but it still dropped him to one knee. Almost immediately, both were back on their feet, but he favored the leg.
 
   A crowd of onlookers had begun to form outside the transparent chamber, but Taymar blocked them out. She had to focus. Kellin took two steps back and threw himself into the air, planting the foot of his bad leg squarely alongside Taymar’s head. She found herself dazed on the mats, with no recollection of her trip down and no time to remember it. Kellin was moving again.
 
   Taymar shifted her weight, rolling to all fours. Heel first, she struck out behind her and once again plummeted Kellin’s left knee. Following the motion around to get one leg under her, she clasped both of her hands together and hammered them into his side. The sound of his breath rushing out was like a drug. He still showed no signs of going down, but he was hurting.
 
   Sweat streamed off of both their bodies as they continued their relentless attacks. Again and again, someone crashed to the mats only to pull themselves back up. The pace was beginning to slow, though, and the merciless pounding was starting to take its toll on both of them. Blood trickled down her temple from one of the kicks to the head. Her left eye was swelling closed, and she couldn’t breathe from her nose. But it wasn’t all her. Kellin’s leg was streaked with blue and purple stains visible even through the sleek gray hair, and he kept off of it as much as possible.
 
   Kellin made another arching swipe at Taymar’s head, but she had had enough of that and ducked to avoid it. Only too late, she realized it was a trick. Instead of following through with the kick and opening himself up to another blow to his midsection, Kellin planted his forward leg and swung back around, catching Taymar in the stomach.
 
   With a grunt, she slid across the mat until the wall finally brought her to an abrupt and painful stop. Stunned, she pushed herself up on her hands and knees as quickly as she could, but she wasn’t fast enough. Before Taymar could recover her footing, Kellin was on her. Grabbing her just under her shoulder, Kellin flipped her onto her back. When Taymar looked up, she found herself staring at a huge, hairy hand lethally poised above her neck. Kellin didn’t smile, but Taymar saw the joy of victory in his black eyes.
 
   “Now, we are even,” declared Kellin between gasping breaths.
 
   Taymar did smile. The sweat running off of her body felt as refreshing as rain on a hot summer day. She hadn’t had a fight like that since the time she had squared off with Nevvis in the rec-com after destroying his third laser key. She hadn’t won that fight, either.
 
   “Luck,” she declared, wiping blood from her sore nose.
 
   “I think skill is the word you were meaning.” Kellin relaxed his stance slightly as they both struggled to catch their breaths, but he didn’t get up.
 
   “No. I really meant luck, and if you’d like, I will tell you why.”
 
   Kellin looked annoyed. “Tell me why you would say it is luck.” 
 
   Taymar grinned. “Because if it were skill, you’d be able to do it twice, and you can’t.” With that said, she grabbed his still hovering hand, and with some effort threw him over her shoulder. Then, she jumped to her feet. Outside the chamber, a cheer went up from the crowd.
 
   Kellin, who was far more massive than Taymar, had not yet managed to catch his second wind and consequently found himself at an instant disadvantage. Taymar was refreshed and ready to go. She leaped at his abdomen and brought the pain of his still healing laser wounds blazing back as his breath whooshed out.
 
   The second match resumed much like the first, with a few significant differences. Kellin was tired, more so than Taymar, and it showed. Fewer and fewer of his strikes hit their target. Also, Taymar’s relentless attacks on his knees were paying off. The swelling was limiting his options. And now that she knew his abdomen was still sore from his injury, she attacked it with renewed venom.
 
   The fight hadn’t been underway long when Taymar made another powerful kick to Kellin’s midsection and sent him staggering. She didn’t waste the opportunity. In much the same way Kellin had, Taymar cracked her heel against Kellin’s skull and then followed him down to the mats. This time, it was Taymar kneeling over Kellin with her hand buried threateningly in his soft neck.
 
   “Like I said,” she heaved. “Luck.”
 
   Kellin only snorted. It was all he could manage. He didn’t even move when Taymar flopped herself over to lie on the mat beside him.
 
   She imagined they must have been a sorry sight, each lying spread out in pools of sweat. Taymar’s clothes were soaked and torn, her face swollen and bloody. Parts of Kellin’s hairy body were actually lathered, and his left knee looked badly injured. The fact that she was lying on the floor next to this stranger didn’t matter at all. When the door finally slid open, neither even looked up at who she assumed to be the next players. 
 
   Reluctantly, Taymar started to push herself up to clear the room for the waiting fighters. A soft male voice told her to lie back down. She flipped around and came face-to-face with a blue-eyed medical technician. He blinked and jerked his head back as she scurried backward. Recovering from his surprise, he held out his hand to calm her, but Taymar jerked away and scrambled to her feet. Kellin wasn’t as kind. In his shock at finding someone leaning over him, he lashed out at the woman, swearing the whole time in a language Taymar had never heard. The woman slid across the sweaty mat as Kellin announced, “I am fine! I do not need anyone tending after me.”
 
   “Sir,” said the woman as she pushed herself up, her tone as icy as her stare. “If you want me to leave, I will. But, I will have to let Dr. Lats know that you are injured.” She said no more. She didn’t have to. Whatever threat she had just made stopped Kellin mid-tirade. 
 
   Kellin growled, showing his pointed teeth, but the woman just stared down, her brows raised. “I will let you examine me,” Kellin said after a painfully long standoff. “But not here.”
 
   Showing no signs of pain, he jumped to his feet and marched to the door, pausing as the technician bumped him walking past. When he turned back to Taymar, his dismay was obvious. Thanks to the klonide, she didn’t know what he was thinking, but she could guess. He was probably worried for the well-being of the medic in front of her. And he had reason to worry. The man was opening his bag, and whatever came out of it was going to get shoved in the first orifice she could find. 
 
   “Come, Taymar,” he said.
 
   She looked over at him and then back to the medic, who was just now realizing that he was in trouble.
 
   “If we do not let them have a look, they will call the captain and the whole damned Alliance Council for backup.” 
 
   Taymar glared at the medic, but didn’t move. Kellin did bring up a point. She was thinking about Nevvis and not his Alliance whatever, but the end was the same. She didn’t need Nevvis breathing down her neck again. “Do not touch me,” she warned as she angled toward the door, making sure to keep him in her line of sight. 
 
   The man exchanged a glance with his partner and reached for his bag. Satisfied that she had made her point, Taymar followed Kellin through the door.
 
   The instant they stepped from the room, both Kellin and Taymar were bombarded with pats on the back and handshakes as the enthralled onlookers told them what a great fight it had been. Their sudden onslaught was overwhelming, sending another wave of adrenaline coursing through her body, but she couldn’t target any one person to retaliate against. They were like a swirl of voices and hands, and then they were gone. 
 
   Kellin pointed to a bench along the far wall. By the time they reached it, Taymar’s thread of control was stretched to the breaking point. She clenched her fists and sucked in long, slow breaths, trying not to be too obvious as Kellin sat and stretched out his leg so the still-fuming medic could examine his knee. She poked and twisted it with no apparent regard for his pain, and even though he remained motionless, everyone present knew it had to be excruciating. Taymar could have appreciated the woman more if she hadn’t been a medic. 
 
   The man with the bag standing over her shoulder was apparently tired of waiting for her to acknowledge his presence, and pulled a palm-size disc from his bag. It wasn’t so different from the hovering ball they had sent to scan her on Daryus. A triangle of blue light shot from its center as he raised his palm toward her face. She slapped his hand away before the light could touch her. “I’m not hurt.” 
 
   “Yes, you are,” the man said, trying again. “This won’t hurt. It will just tell me if anything’s broken.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Taymar said, scooting back. She didn’t have far to go. The wall was behind her, and Kellin was between her and the door. “It’s just a little blood.”
 
   “Listen,” the medic said, clearly irritated. “You have been kicked, or punched, or who knows what in your head. That can be very serious. Just let me do my job, and if nothing’s broken or critical, you can go.”
 
   Taymar glanced around the room. Several people had paused their workout to see how this was going to play out. She decided she didn’t want to be their entertainment anymore and turned back to the medic. “Fine. Scan me. But don’t touch me.”
 
   He threw up his hands in a gesture of frustration, but clicked the scanner on without comment. The light flashed from red to blue, and once again he raised his palm to scan her head. Cool blue light bathed her face, and she had to close her eyes as he crossed his hand in front of her. Something beeped, and when she opened her eyes he was staring at the screen of a small reader board in his other palm. “I need to wash off the blood and use a nanoscreen on your eye.”
 
    “If you touch me, I will break your arm,” Taymar said, unclenching her fist in case she had to act on her words.
 
   The medic slid his reader in his pouch and faced her. The smell of his anger filled the space between them. Taymar shifted to prepare for his attack, but Kellin placed his massive hand on the man’s chest, effectively ending the potential confrontation.
 
   “Ensign,” Kellin said after the man had taken several steps back. “Is it serious?”
 
   The man glared at Taymar one last time and then turned to Kellin. “It will be. She needs to be treated. But nothing is broken.”
 
   Kellin nodded. “Then you are through here.” 
 
   He started to argue, but with a look from Kellin he clenched his jaw, snapped his bag closed, and strode from the room, radiating hostility.
 
   “To answer that question about your own injury, yes,” the woman said, sliding her scanner back in the pouch. “You have extensive tissue damage and you need to go to the medical bay. Now, sir, I’m not going to fight with you about whether or not you’re going to go there, because I know you will. Like her eye, in a few hours, your knees will be unbendable due to the swelling. Since you can’t work with knees that won’t bend, you will either go to the medical bay or explain to Captain McCauffer why you weren’t wearing protective gear. That could get awkward, considering you are one of the people on this ship who’s supposed to enforce rules like those.” With her prognosis made, she stood to leave.
 
   Kellin shot her an intimidating glare, but she was unimpressed. “You have made your point,” he announced. “Am I free to go?”
 
   Slowly, the medic gathered the rest of her equipment, and after surveying his hairy gray body one more time purely for the sake of annoying him, she popped a coy affirmative and sauntered away.
 
   Kellin turned to Taymar. “What you did was not smart.” 
 
   Taymar didn’t respond. She knew he was right, but he didn’t understand where she had come from and she didn’t owe him an excuse. Instead, she pulled the torn sleeve of her shirt back into place and looked out across the room. “Do you know how to sword fight?”
 
   “Yes. Would you like to learn?”
 
   “You’ll teach me?” she said, barely able to hide her excitement.
 
   “I will teach you.” He smiled his odd half snarl. “Come with me.”
 
   Kellin led her to a small room where a man sat behind a short counter. The instant he saw Kellin, the man climbed to his feet and smiled, giving Taymar’s blackening eye a curious glance. “Afternoon, Lieutenant Sacondore. Do you want your dathin?”
 
   “No,” Kellin said. “Today I need two nisami swords.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” said the young man just before disappearing into a room behind him.
 
   “Why does everybody call you sir?” Taymar asked while they waited.
 
   “Because I outrank them.” 
 
   That didn’t exactly help, but before she could ask again, the swords arrived and nothing else mattered.
 
   Kellin held out one of the swords. She had never handled a sword before. They were forbidden to Arleles on Drani. To be fair, she had tried to make a few, but they came out as warped blobs. This one was perfect. The sword was slightly curved, with a long brown hilt made of the same material as the sheath. It was slightly longer than Taymar’s arm and, including the sheath, almost as thick. 
 
   She started to pull the blade out, but Kellin placed his hand on hers. “No,” he said. “All weapons must be properly stored when not in a sparring chamber. We do have to keep some of the rules.”
 
   Taymar nodded and turned to find a room. They didn’t have to wait long. The occupants barely cleared the door before Taymar pushed past them. Sliding the sword from its casing, she turned the blade in the air so the light could dance off of its shiny surface and drank in the beauty of the weapon. When she looked up, Kellin was watching her, his approval obvious. 
 
   A little embarrassed, she resheathed the blade and went to put on the white suit she had seen the others wear.
 
   “You won’t need that,” he said. “We will not spar today. There are things you must learn first.” 
 
   Taymar wasn’t even disappointed. She had never in her life touched a sword, and if they did nothing but wave it through the air, she was thrilled to do it. She tossed the suit aside and faced her teacher.
 
   “First, you must learn that the blade and the sheath are one. As you learn to handle the blade, so must you learn to handle the sheath. The sword must never be pried or jerked from its cover. There is a specific way each sword enters and exits its sheath, and you must find it. Eventually, you will be able to resheath your sword without looking. Now, draw your blade and resheath it until you can feel the path it must take.” Kellin demonstrated with his own sword.
 
   Oblivious to the world around her, Taymar did as instructed. The first few times, as the blade moved in and out of its brown casing, it jerked and dragged. But Taymar kept trying, until finally she discovered the trick. There was a point about halfway in the sheath where she had to compensate for the arc of the blade by twisting downward. Kellin nodded when Taymar repeatedly sheathed and unsheathed her blade in smooth, fluid motions.
 
   Next, Kellin drew his sword, and with hairsplitting accuracy sliced it through the air, stopping so close to Taymar’s neck she could almost feel the tickle of its razor-sharp edge. He had struck so quickly that Taymar didn’t even have time to move. Whatever his intention had been, he only succeeded in furthering her addiction. 
 
   “It is not as easy as it looks,” he informed her casually. “And if you take aim at my neck, we will conclude this lesson.”
 
   Taymar grinned and turned away to practice. Again and again, she swung the weapon. Every three or four swings, Kellin would slip in and correct her body position, or move her arms, but Taymar never balked—even when he stepped behind her and placed his arms over hers. His nearness didn’t matter. Only the sword mattered.
 
   They worked on form and stance and finally moved to sets. Taymar mirrored Kellin as he walked through a set of blocks and swings. Attacks and counters. Her arms were beginning to shake from the unfamiliar weight of the sword and exhaustion was making her footing clumsy, but Kellin wasn’t faring much better. His knee was visibly swollen and he wouldn’t put weight on it. She wasn’t at all surprised when he grabbed the sheath from the floor and slid his sword back in its case. And she wasn’t entirely unhappy about it either, until she turned to grab her own sheath and saw Nevvis watching from the door. 
 
   He stood leaning against the glass, arms crossed casually and that infuriating grin stamped on his face. Ranealla was there as well, her black hair in a braid that framed her white face like the night caressing the first moon. 
 
   Nevvis shifted to not block the door and spoke to Kellin for Taymar’s benefit. “I don’t know if giving her a sharino was such a good idea, Lieutenant,” he said, looking at Taymar as he spoke. “I mean, think of the kind of damage she will be able to do with that.”
 
   Taymar whipped the sword through the air the way Kellin had shown her. It wobbled a little, but she still managed to bring it to a full stop mid-swing. “Come on in, mighty ki, and find out what I can do,” she said, meeting his golden stare.
 
   Still smiling, Nevvis looked over at Ranealla. “Whizzz!” he said. “And in only a matter of hours. Aren’t they just amazing.”
 
   Ranealla shrugged. Taymar had no idea what they were talking about, but whatever it was, she wasn’t sure Ranealla approved. Of course, were it not for the klonide, she would have known what the woman was thinking.
 
   Nevvis turned to Taymar. “Come on out, mighty tali, and let me see that big black thing on your face.” 
 
   Suddenly, Taymar remembered why Nevvis was there and her playfulness left her, but the depression didn’t take its place. Kellin had banished that. Instead, looking at Nevvis so casually poised against the door, her mind began to whirl.
 
   He stood near the opening, one hand in his pocket, an easy shot. He wouldn’t be able to stop her from slicing him open. She wouldn’t get far, but with him out of the way maybe she had a chance. But why had he left himself so exposed? Especially considering the fact that she was holding a weapon Arleles were not even allowed to touch on Drani. Yet, there he stood, completely vulnerable—or was he?
 
   Taymar stepped back and relaxed her grip on the hilt as she gave Nevvis a hostile stare. She saw not the indifferent man his body portrayed him to be, but instead a man who was testing her and was ready for whatever she had in mind.
 
   The anxious expression on Ranealla’s face confirmed that Taymar had broadcast her thoughts, thanks to the klonide. She was visibly tense. Even Kellin, who had stopped just shy of the exit, seemed unsure of what she would do. So, resigned, Taymar picked up her sheath and smoothly inserted the sword.
 
   “Thanks, it was great,” she told Kellin, handing it back to him and pulling her sleeve back onto her shoulder.
 
   “Perhaps we can meet again tomorrow evening.”
 
   Taymar nodded, and the two stepped out of the room. Kellin acknowledged Nevvis and Ranealla with a curt bob of his head and then limped away.
 
     Hoping for the best, Taymar walked past Nevvis, mumbling that she was fine, and headed straight for the exit. Nevvis said nothing. He didn’t move, but his request came through clearly enough as a subtle pain crept over her body. She knew she couldn’t stop it, outrun it, or ignore it, so she paused a few steps from the door. Apparently that wasn’t good enough for Nevvis, because the pain continued to increase until she finally turned rigidly around. He simply motioned for her to come back to where she had started.
 
   “That looks pretty bad,” Ranealla said, looking at Taymar’s swollen face.
 
   “I’ve seen her with worse,” Nevvis said, pushing against the blackened eye. 
 
   Taymar jerked back more from the intrusion than the pain. “Leave it alone. It’s fine.”
 
   Nevvis’s brow went up. “It’s fine, except that I can’t even touch it?”
 
   Ranealla looked on in bewilderment. “You keep mentioning how you have seen her worse. I’m afraid to know in just what condition you have seen this girl. How much worse could it be?”
 
   Nevvis snorted. “You’re right to be afraid. You should have seen her when I walked into the medical compound that first time. Believe me when I tell you, she has been much worse.” He pushed along Taymar’s cheekbone. “Why didn’t you let the medic take care of this? It would have never gotten this bad.”
 
   Taymar shrugged and tried to pull away, but Nevvis grabbed the back of her head to stop her. “I’m fine,” she said again, shoving against his chest. “I just don’t want you poking at my face.”
 
   “Stop,” Nevvis demanded. “I don’t think anything’s broken, but you need to see the doctor. Then, you need to change. You have a meeting with the captain.”
 
   When Nevvis dropped his hand, Taymar backed away and pulled up her torn sleeve. “Why does he want to see me?”
 
   Before Nevvis could answer, the wristband Ranealla wore chirped. She glanced at the message and turned to Nevvis. They didn’t speak, but whatever she sent him telepathically wasn’t good news. Nevvis frowned and looked back at Taymar as Ranealla rushed toward the exit. “Come on,” he said, placing a hand on the small of her back to guide her toward the door. “Let’s get you cleaned up. We need to talk.”
 
   A pit formed in her gut at the thought of going to the medcom, but Nevvis wasn’t giving up and fighting him would just end in her looking like an idiot in front of the disturbing number of people who were watching them. So instead, she twisted away and reached the door well ahead of him.
 
   They made the short journey to the medcom in silence, but even without her telepathy, she could tell something serious was happening. Nevvis’s frown remained fixed as he followed the dots along the wall; the few people they passed seemed a little too focused and hurried. It wasn’t until they reached the medcom door that Nevvis seemed to remember Taymar was there. 
 
   “Don’t beat up the doctor,” he said, swiping open the door.
 
   “If that’s your expectation, we should leave now so you won’t be disappointed.”
 
   Nevvis gave her a hard stare and pointed her through the door.
 
   The pointy little doctor was busy typing a note into a reader board and didn’t both looking up as the door closed behind them. “You just missed Kellin,” he said, shoving the board into a slot on the wall. “That protective gear is there for a reason, you know.” When he finally turned around, he stared up at Taymar and drew in a long, dramatic breath. “Or maybe you don’t know. Ensign, get the blood washed off her face.” The doctor didn’t wait for a response. He just pointed to an available bed and walked into a small adjoining room.
 
   Nevvis started toward the bed, but stopped when Taymar didn’t move. “I’ll stand,” she said, wiping at her nose. Dried blood flaked off onto the back of her hand. She had forgotten about the bloody nose. After wiping her hand on her pants, she tried to shove her shaking hands into her pocket. When she remembered she didn’t have any, she opted to pull the sleeve up onto her shoulder instead.
 
   “There isn’t a standing station, Tay. Just come sit on this bench. We need to go, so don’t make this take longer than it has to.”
 
   “Well then, let’s go,” she said, about to turn around when the doctor stepped back into the room, carrying a palm-size rolled up rubber mat and a scanner.
 
   “Taymar,” Nevvis said, taking a step toward her. His tone held his typical warning, but also an urgency that she didn’t understand.
 
   “Oh, don’t go dark,” she said, referring to the spots he didn’t have. “I’m going.”
 
   She barely got herself seated on the bed before the one called Ensign started dabbing at her nose. After jerking away from his painful probing twice, she grabbed the small rag from him and did it herself.
 
   “You will need to lie down,” the doctor said, pulling over a small tray on which to set his weird mat.
 
   “Why?”
 
   He looked up. His eyebrows tipped almost straight up as he scowled at her, and she would have laughed had the rest of the situation not been so serious. “Because I can’t reach you, for one, and because I need to use gravity to help hold this on your face. Does everything always have to be this difficult with you?”
 
   Nevvis answered at the same time she did. “Yes!” He added, “Just lie down, Tay.”
 
   She scooted her legs around and lay back on the table. The cold surface told her just how many tears she really did have in her shirt. Ensign circled over to the other side of the table to work on her nose again, but she kept her focus on the doctor, which wasn’t easy with her left eye swollen shut. He was peeling a thin see-through layer of who knew what off of the square mat. “What is that?” she asked.
 
   “It’s a nano-sheet. Once this is on your skin, the microscopic probes will go in and dissolve the blood pooling under your skin and seal up any still opened capillaries. Then they will trick your body into absorbing the fluids it sent to protect your tissue. That will reduce the swelling and get rid of most of the bruising. It won’t hurt,” he said, holding up the nearly invisible layer of film. “I just need to lay this against your skin.”
 
   Something pushed against her sore nose from the other side of the table, and Taymar reached over and snatched Ensign’s wrist before he could jerk away. 
 
   “Hey!” Nevvis yelled. “Let him go, now!”
 
   Taymar glared at the pale-skinned man. “Touch me again, and I will break your arm.”
 
   “Now, Tay!”
 
   She released his arm and turned back to the doctor.
 
   “Normally I would tell you to close your eye for this, but since it’s swollen closed, this shouldn’t be a problem,” the doctor explained as he leaned forward to drape the sheet over her black eye. “This is delicate, so don’t try yanking it off. Don’t touch it at all.”
 
   The sheet felt cool against her skin as the doctor pushed and pulled it into position, his little fingers much gentler than Ensign’s. 
 
   “Okay. I am going to turn it on. I’ve never used one, but from what I understand, it tingles. Don’t touch it. Ready?”
 
   Taymar sent her answer, remembered he wasn’t a telepath, remembered that she wasn’t either at the moment, and opted for a nod. Instantly, the sheet on her face turned to what felt like sludge and started sliding into the tiny cracks along her nose and eye. Without thinking, she reached up to wipe the stuff off, but caught herself. The sludge melted over her face and started tingling, first around her cheek and then across her temple and eye. Weird as it was, it felt great. Pain she hadn’t realized was there disappeared in welcome relief. 
 
   While the sludge worked its magic, the doctor scanned her nose and the rest of her body. He poked at a couple of places, but apparently decided it wasn’t worth the trouble and put his scanner away. By the time he finished with his scanning, the sludge had finished its work. The doctor held some sort of bowl up to her face, and Taymar suppressed a shudder as the stuff slid off her skin into it. When she reached up to feel her face, she expected it to be wet. Instead, it was dry but spongy. 
 
   “It will take a while for the elasticity in your skin to return,” the doctor said. “It might feel a little…droopy until then, but it will be fine. Eventually.”
 
   Taymar dropped down off the table and poked at her cheek. The way the skin squished around made her wish she still had the swollen black eye.
 
   “Wow. That is just...” Nevvis reached over to poke at her drooping skin, but she slapped his hand away. “Weird. Really weird. Wait until you see it.”
 
   “Sir,” said Ensign, standing at the entry to another portioned off section of the room. “The captain is on the com. He needs to speak to you.”
 
   Nevvis nodded and turned back to Taymar. “Stay here.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and started looking around the room for a shiny surface. Nevvis paused for another moment and then disappeared behind the partition. The tray the doctor had pulled over was shiny; when she tried to look at herself, she blocked the light from the wall. She was about to move the stuff off of it so she could pick it up, when she saw the red hypo insert. Who knew what it was. Could be vitamins, for all she knew, but it could also be a tranquilizer. Maybe the doctor set it out in case he needed it once he knew she was coming. What she could do with it without an injector, she didn’t know, but it was more than she had. 
 
   A quick glance right told her that Ensign was watching a little too closely, but he didn’t see the insert, so that was good. Still pretending to be looking for a reflection, she moved into position and stood up, knocking the tray over and something off of a shelf in the process. As the one called Ensign rushed over to help, she bent over to help clean up the mess, snatched the vial from the floor, and shoved it into her shoe. By the time Nevvis got there, both Ensign and the doctor were assuring him that they could clean it up, and pushed them both out the door. 
 
   “I was just trying to see myself,” Taymar said as the medcom door closed in her face.
 
   “Maybe next time, wait for a mirror.” Nevvis turned and headed for the deck shuttle. “Come on. We need to talk.”
 
   Taymar adjusted her foot so she didn’t break the vial, and smiled as she filled her mind with the memory of their faces as they kicked her out.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 19 - Run
 
    
 
   Ranealla met them halfway down the corridor leading to the cabin. Whatever she was sending to Nevvis didn’t sit well with him. He was so distracted he swiped open the door and started walking through it before it had time to fully open, knocking his head on the upper panel in the process. 
 
   “Dicci!” he swore, waving Taymar in. “Come on, Tay. Get in here.” With his hand on his head nursing the bump, he turned to Ranealla. “Would you slow down? I can’t unravel your lumps that fast.”
 
   “I don’t know what you hope to accomplish without the wave variances of the flux or at least the means to send information back here,” Ranealla said in her husky, rolling voice. She glanced over at Taymar. “What’s wrong with your face?”
 
   “What do you mean?” Taymar asked, poking her face.
 
   “It’s drooping on the left side.”
 
   “Telepathy is fine,” Nevvis interjected. “Just not so much of it at one time.”
 
   “That’s the only way I know to send. I am sorry that you can’t keep up.”
 
   Nevvis dropped his hand and sent something telepathically that was not well received by Ranealla. Taymar decided to take advantage of the distraction and hide the vial. Somewhere. Somewhere she could get to it without thinking about it. She headed toward the waste room, filling her thoughts with images of sword fighting as she went and made it all the way to the door before Nevvis stopped her. “Where are you going?”
 
   Taymar pointed at the door. “The waste room. Obviously.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   She swallowed and put on a show of dismay, knowing full well that her act wasn’t reaching her thoughts. There was no lying to a telepath, but there were half-truths. “Are you really asking me why I’m going to the waste room?”
 
   He started toward her. “No. Not really. What I am really asking is what are you hiding from me?”
 
   A wave of panic washed over her, and she glanced around for something that could help her, but the room was as frustratingly barren as it had been when she left. “You caught me,” she said, wielding the only weapon she had. Her mouth. “I stole a sword from the rec-com. I have it right here in my pocket.”
 
   Ranealla rounded the partition. “We don’t really have time for this.”
 
   “No, we don’t,” Nevvis agreed. “Taymar, what don’t you want me to know?”
 
   And with that, he had her. Even without the klonide-softened mind, she could never keep her thoughts from going to the exact thing he was asking about. He would see the vial in her mind. She had only two options: fight or surrender. She had never been very good at surrendering. “Shani Utue!” she swore, jumping straight at him and planting a side kick in his abdomen. His breath rushed out as he doubled over, and she bolted past him toward the door, shoving Ranealla against the wall in the process.
 
   She leaped the couch and managed to not trip over the couch table. The door wasn’t locked and the field wasn’t up. Where she was going to go once she got out was anyone’s guess, but she had to at least try. 
 
   The tag to her shaki was so sudden and intense that she collapsed forward in agony just shy of the door. Shaking off the wave of nausea that always accompanied a hit that hard, she scrambled up and tried to swipe the door open. Her hand barely brushed the sensor when the second wave hit. Black spots swam along the ceiling, which was odd because she didn’t remember falling. The spots moved to the wall as she tried to roll onto her side to get up, but a hand on her shoulder shoved her back down. Nevvis’s face blurred into focus as he hovered over her to straddle her midsection, pinning her wrists above her head.  
 
   Despite his heavy breathing, Nevvis kept his demeanor calm and quiet. For Nevvis, calm and quiet were never good. “Where is the drug, Taymar? Don’t make this any worse than it is. Just tell me where it is.”
 
   Taymar glared up at him, ready to spit in his face, but another blast of pain left her screaming instead. “You know where it is,” she yelled, closing her eyes against the fire crawling under her skin. “Just get it.”
 
   The pain vanished, leaving the black dots as a reminder. “One more time, Taymar. Only one. Where is the drug?”
 
   With some wiggling, she managed to kick off her shoe. “There. Now let me go.”
 
   From the corner of her eye, she saw Ranealla grab the vial off the floor.  
 
   “What is it?” he asked, looking back over his shoulder.
 
   “No idea.” Ranealla stepped out of Taymar’s view. “It could be anything. Or nothing. I can’t believe she had this. How did she even get it?”
 
   “It’s anyone’s guess.” He turned his attention back to Taymar. “You are straining our relationship, and I’m finding patience increasingly difficult to find. You have tried to slit my throat, implode me, bash my head in with a chair leg, and now poison me. Enough.”
 
   “I didn’t try to bash your head in. You just thought I was. That’s not my fault.”
 
   The look Nevvis gave her made her blood cold. “I have had it. I am a patient man, Tay, but you have pushed me too far. We’re going to get up now, and may the gods help you if you struggle.”
 
   Slowly, Nevvis moved to the side, watching her as he went looking for any sign that she was about to fight him. He didn’t need to bother. She was done. For now, at least. When he reached down to pull her up, she climbed to her feet and turned to meet his amber stare dead-on. “You should just term me and get it over with. I am not ever going back to Drani. Not alive. I will do anything that I have to do to keep that from happening. So just do it.”
 
   He stared back and she watched a series of emotions play across his face, but none of them were readable. After a long pause, he pointed to the bed. “Just go sit on the bed and stay there. Do not get off. I mean it. Do not get off that bed.”
 
   Taymar tried to read him for another moment with no success, and finally turned and scooted past Ranealla to go sit on the bed.
 
   “Why didn’t you?” Ranealla said. Taymar didn’t know whom she was talking to, so she decided to just ignore her. She slid to the back corner of the bunk to lean up against the wall, and stared at nothing.
 
   “Why didn’t I what?” Nevvis asked. Apparently she had been sending to him. 
 
   “Why didn’t you leave her in the containment cell?”
 
   He glanced over at Taymar, but she ignored him. “Because it wouldn’t have taken long before she figured out how to get out of it, and she would have done serious damage trying. Possibly fatal damage.”
 
   “So why didn’t you just drug her with this klonide stuff that makes her essentially harmless right from the beginning?”
 
   “I didn’t know when we would…wait. What are you doing? Are you seriously chastising me for not being hard enough on Taymar?”
 
   Ranealla circled around to face Nevvis, the vial still clenched in her fist. For a second Taymar wondered if she was going to punch him, but she didn’t seem the type. “No. I am trying to understand where all of this intimidation is coming from. Every time I see you with her, you are acting like she’s some sort of animal to be tamed and controlled. I want to know why. Why can she not be a person?”
 
   “You are unbelievable.”
 
   Taymar had to agree with him. She was having a hard time believing it, and she was watching it happen right in front of her.
 
   Nevvis shot a scathing look over his shoulder and then turned back to Ranealla, who was still standing calmly in front of him and, but for the clenched fists, looking completely unperturbed. “Ranealla, you have seen her in action. She has tried to kill you personally once, and inadvertently another time. You have seen her one-track thinking, and yet you stand there accusing me of abuse? Are you serious?”
 
   “I did not accuse you of anything,” Ranealla said, standing taller and looking him dead in the eye. “I was simply thinking there is a lot of room for it in this tidy little setup you have here. And besides, those were my thoughts, not my words. They were not meant for you.”
 
   “Well, you’ve been thinking very loudly!” Nevvis took a step back and visibly collected himself. That was always a bad sign. The fact Ranealla seemed unimpressed with his behavior told Taymar that the woman had no idea whom she was dealing with. Or maybe just didn’t care. When he continued, he was quiet and composed. “Before you stand there and make your accusations, maybe you should consider what would have happened had I not been on this ship to stop her.”
 
   Ranealla’s expression turned to ice. “Up until now I have made no accusations, but since I am being charged with them, maybe I will.” Her already clipped speech became a series of sounds punching the air as she spoke. “To begin with, why don’t you try asking Taymar to do things, instead of ordering her around like a poorly trained pet? Please and thank you are words that can make a big difference when trying to garner cooperation. Also, if she had wanted me killed, I am certain I would be dead. She was only scared, as she is now. And that kind of fear doesn’t come from her imagination. She is afraid of Drani. Why? What did you do to her there that you can’t do here?”
 
   “What did I do to her? Me? I am the one who saved her!”
 
   “From whom? Other Dran?”
 
   Oh! Point for Ranealla, Taymar thought. The please and thank you thing was a great warm-up, but that last part was the real damage.
 
   Nevvis spun around to face her, his entire body rigid with rage. The second he made eye contact with her, Taymar knew what had happened. Her klonide-soft mind had just broadcast her narrative. Had it only been Nevvis in the room he probably would have let it go, but Nevvis had little tolerance for being slighted in front of others. This was going to be bad.
 
   “I am not finished!” Ranealla said, moving around to block his view of Taymar. 
 
   Nevvis turned to face her. The dismay on his face would have been comical were it not going to end so poorly for Taymar when their fight was over. 
 
   “Nevvis, Taymar has made your point. If other Arleles are even a little bit like her, I can see where they would need…to be controlled. But you go too far.” She gestured over her shoulder to Taymar. “She is not an animal and doesn’t deserve to be treated like one.”
 
   For the first time in her memory, Nevvis went slack-jawed. He stood staring at her for so long that Taymar thought they might have moved to telepathy until he finally spoke. “You think this is going too far? This?” he pointed to Taymar, but didn’t look at her. “You should see…”
 
   “I know,” Ranealla said, waving her hand in the air. “She has seen worse. Well, in all of your self-righteous pats on the back for not being the one who caused those ‘worsts,’ have you ever stopped to wonder what you have done to make her life good? Not survivable, but good?” She paused, but not long enough for Nevvis to answer, not that he was going to. “I didn’t think so.”
 
   A thick silence passed between them. Nevvis drew in several long, slow breaths and shoved his hands in his pockets. That was his signal. His emotions went in his pockets right along with his hands, and he was about to become the logical disconnected larna that only he could be. The look he gave Taymar over Ranealla’s shoulder could have melted metal. She had been thinking too loudly again, but when he turned his gaze back to Ranealla, he was a cold and calculating ki. “You have no idea…”
 
   Whatever brilliance he was about to bestow on the still fuming Ranealla was cut short by dimming lights. She glanced down at the communication pad on her inner wrist and swore. “Not good,” she said. 
 
   Looking back at Nevvis, she threw her hands in the air and sent him something telepathically as the captain’s voice rang out from the wall. “All personnel, level four alert. Report for battle.”
 
   Without another spoken word, she ran out the door.
 
   Nevvis watched the door for a long moment before turning his attention to the floor in front of him. Taymar wrapped her arms around her knees and tried to scoot closer to the wall, but it didn’t help. When he finally leveled his golden stare at her, his agitation was still written all over his face. “I like you better when you’re not on klonide,” he said, pulling his hands out of his pockets and running them through his tawny hair. “At least then when I pick up one of the stupid things you think, I only have myself to blame.” He dropped his hands and headed around the partition. 
 
   What he did back there was anybody’s guess. Taymar pulled the pillows around to make herself more comfortable and was starting to get sleepy when the hum of the converter snapped her back to the present. Every part of her body hurt. Even her hands hurt from holding the sword, but she loved every second of the pain as she shifted on the bed. It kept the memory of her victory and the sword fight fresh.
 
   “Here,” Nevvis said, handing her a sandwich. “You need to eat, and we need to talk.” 
 
   She grabbed the offered sandwich and peeked under the bread. Something tan and creamy peeked back. It didn’t look terribly appetizing, but he was right. The smell of food started her stomach grumbling, and she took a bite before she lost her nerve. It wasn’t horrible. It wasn’t great, but it wasn’t horrible. 
 
   Nevvis leaned against the side of the couch and watched her eat. She was halfway through the sandwich before he finally spoke. “Is the klonide wearing off?”
 
   A jolt of panic shot through her system. She was mid-bite, and suddenly had a mouthful of sand instead of food. She had been working hard to hide the headache that signaled the end of the klonide’s effectiveness, but not hard enough, apparently. 
 
   “That’s probably for the best,” he said. “This conversation is better had telepathically, but it can’t wait. If my guess is right about why the alert sounded, you will need to be klonide free.” He picked at his sleeve for a few moments before continuing, but he didn’t look up. “All of this,” he said, waving his hand to indicate the entire ship, “it’s all a mistake. None of this was supposed to happen. Not like this, at least.”
 
   Looking around the room, he seemed to collect his thoughts and then finally looked over at Taymar. “Eat. You need to eat.” When she took another bite, he continued. “I can’t explain all of it. Your mind is too soft and it would put you at risk, but the simple version is that I knew the war between the Shreet and the Alliance was coming to Drani, and sooner rather than later. I tried to warn…them, but it turned political. I knew we didn’t have time, so I tried to bring a controlled version of the inevitable to Drani’s doorstep to make them take action. And it worked.”
 
   “Them?” Taymar said, nearly dropping her forgotten sandwich in the shock of the moment. “You are a member of Sinku. I knew it.”
 
   “Taymar, don’t. Just don’t. This is too important, and we don’t have time to deal with another one of your conspiracy ideas. If I were on the Sinku, do you really think I would have said that? Would I even be here in the first place? Eat.”
 
   She thought about arguing with him, but it would end the way it always did. Her with her theories, and him knocking them down like twig houses. Instead, she took another small bite and waited for Nevvis to start his rare explanation again.
 
   “That was the raid that hit Newete. Only it happened much sooner than I had planned on. Everything wasn’t ready. I had a plan—a good one.” He smiled at her before looking toward the door. “I was planning to use the raid as an excuse to get you off of Drani. You were supposed to get on the Shreet space station and maybe destroy it, and then just disappear with Jalkean’s help. After that, he was supposed to come back, but he is the one who disappeared. And as it turns out, I had to go get you back.”
 
   The sandwich hit the bedcover, forgotten. 
 
   “Your mouth is open.”
 
   Taymar just stared.
 
   “No really, your mouth is open and it’s gross. There is partially chewed food showing. Close your mouth.”
 
   “Are you serious? I can’t tell. You have to be making some kind of joke, but if you are, it isn’t funny.” Taymar swallowed the bite that had turned to a glob of paste in her mouth and stared hard, trying to see what her klonide-coated mind couldn’t. 
 
   “I’m serious, and you are right; it isn’t funny.” He shifted against the armrest. “I don’t know what happened with Jalkean. At first I thought he just got ahead of me, but now I’m not so sure. I’m not sure whose side…I just don’t know what happened. He left without you for some reason, and he didn’t come back. And…” Nevvis trailed off, searching the air for words, but coming up hollow. “We have to destroy the space station the Shreet are building,” he said, turning his full attention back on Taymar. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “The Shreet are building a massive space station to act as a launch point for their colonization of this side of the galaxy. I am sure you know at least that much. Someone had to have talked about it on Daryus.”
 
   “I know about the space station,” she said, tucking her feet under her. A flash in the window caught her attention, and she stretched to look around Nevvis. “I don’t know what that has to do with Jalkean. I think something’s out there.”
 
   “I think he might be on it.”
 
   “On whatever is outside the window? What’s out there? I’m lost.”
 
   Nevvis glanced over his shoulder at the window. Whatever had flashed was gone. “It’s probably the Shreet ship.”
 
   “They’re back?”
 
   “So it would seem.”
 
   “And that’s where you think Jalkean is?”
 
   “No. Well, maybe.” Nevvis turned back to Taymar. “I suspect he’s on the space station.”
 
   “As some sort of spy?”
 
   “Maybe. But whose spy, I don’t know anymore.” Nevvis ran his hand through his hair. “Either way, that station has to be destroyed.”
 
   “What does that have to do with me?”
 
   Nevvis looked over at her with no hint of his usual calm smile. “You may be the only one who can find a way to do it.”
 
   “What?” That seemed to be her theme for this conversation. She jumped off the bed and faced Nevvis. “This isn’t funny, Nevvis. This joke isn’t funny. I can’t even teke open a door half the time, but I am supposed to destroy a space station that’s apparently the size of a moon? How? Why?”
 
   “They will have their own telepaths. The less you know…” His statement was lost in the sound of the door sliding open.
 
   Nevvis spun to face the opening, his brow creased in confusion. Kellin stepped through the door.
 
   “You?” Nevvis said, stepping away from the couch.
 
   In answer, Kellin tossed a small backpack to the floor and swiped the door closed. 
 
   “You are not taking her,” Nevvis said, centering himself. “Computer. Notify the captain that there’s an intruder in my quarters.”
 
   “The computer cannot hear you. I cut contact to your room before you arrived. As far as the computer is concerned, you are still in the medbay.” Without another word, Kellin stepped in to fight, his hands slicing the air as he attacked. 
 
   Nevvis scrambled to block the strikes. Whether it was due to Kellin’s massive size or Nevvis’s obvious shock, he was having some difficulty holding his own against the hairy man. And whatever restraint Kellin had shown Taymar in the glass room earlier was not being extended to Nevvis. Kellin was on a mission, and that mission was terming Nevvis.
 
   Kellin planted a powerful side kick into Nevvis’s abdomen and followed it with a punch to the face. Nevvis slid across the floor and crashed against the bed table. Instinctively, Taymar doubled up her fists, ready to jump into the fight, but she couldn’t honestly say whose side she was on. Adrenaline coursed through her veins, lighting that familiar fire that begged to be released as she turned on Kellin, hoping he would make a move against her so she could decide on her target.
 
   Other than a brief glance, Kellin ignored her, opting to focus on Nevvis instead. The Dran was pushing himself up as Kellin moved in again, but Nevvis’s slow movements were a deception. When Kellin tried to plant another kick, this time to Nevvis’s face, Nevvis caught Kellin’s foot and jerked it sideways.
 
   Unfortunately for Kellin, it was his bad leg. Kellin yelled out in pain, falling to one knee, which allowed Nevvis time to get back on his feet. He wasted no energy enjoying his small victory. Instead, Nevvis dropped down on Kellin, ramming his elbow into the other man’s furry back in the process. Kellin’s breath whooshed out, but he didn’t go down. With a full body twist, he jumped back to his feet and headed toward Nevvis.
 
   This time, Nevvis only managed to fend off about half of Kellin’s strikes, so when Kellin planted his second kick to Nevvis’s midsection, the Dran was unable to defend himself. Nevvis slammed into the wall, the sound of his skull cracking against the couch table echoed through the room as he slid to the floor, leaving a streak of red to mark his path.
 
   Taymar glanced at the pool of blood forming under Nevvis’s head and spun to face Kellin, hands up, ready to finish what Nevvis had started.
 
   “We must go,” Kellin said, wiping the blood from his nose with the back of his hand. “There is no more time.”
 
   “What?” There was that word again. But it fit. “Go where? I’m not going anywhere with you. What did you just do? Did you kill him?”
 
   Kellin snatched the backpack from the floor and glanced over at the unmoving Dran as he positioned it across his back. “If he isn’t dead, he will be soon. Come. We have very little time.”
 
   “I’m not leaving with you.” The adrenaline was still pumping through her system, setting her reflexes into light speed and killing any semblance of patience she ever hoped to have.
 
   “You would prefer to go back to Drani?” Kellin asked, pausing by the door.
 
   Taymar didn’t answer. 
 
   “Then you must come with me. This will be your only chance at freedom. You will not have another.” Kellin swiped open the door and glanced up and down the corridor. “Taymar, now!” he said, waving for her to follow as he slipped around the opening. 
 
   Taymar glanced over at Nevvis’s still form. If he was dead, there was no decision to make. After checking over the door to make sure the dinisolate field hadn’t been set, Taymar ran through the door before it could close and caught up to Kellin before he rounded the first corner. 
 
   Kellin pushed Taymar in front of him, and it was all she could do to control the impulse to punch him. He wanted it to look like he was escorting her, that much was obvious, but he had no idea how tenuous her hold on her self-control was at the moment. If he did, he wouldn’t be pushing her around. 
 
   The few people they passed didn’t look twice as they hurried by in the dimmed light. Taymar stopped in front of a deck shuttle, but when she reached out to swipe the scanner, Kellin pushed her hand away. After double-checking the hallway, Kellin opened a panel on the wall that had been invisible a moment before and pushed Taymar toward the gap. She jerked her arm out of his grasp and started to push him back, but he stepped into the tiny chamber and pulled the panel closed behind him.
 
   “Stop grabbing me!” she whispered, pressing her back against the wall as far as she could and locking them in darkness. 
 
   Furry arms brushed up against her, and then light spilled out of a tiny flashlight clenched between Kellin’s teeth, illuminating his frown. With some effort in the tight space, he pulled off the backpack and unclipped a small palm-size black remote from one of the utility loops. The smell of sweat filled the room, and Kellin’s heavy breathing whistled past the tiny light as he tried to manipulate the pack back over his shoulder. A sudden jolt of the ship sent it sliding under Taymar’s feet instead as Kellin planted his free hand over her shoulder to block his fall. 
 
   “I’ll get it,” she breathed, feeling a little ridiculous for earlier.
 
   He didn’t comment, but his furled brows in the dim light spoke volumes. 
 
   The chamber was so small that Kellin elbowed Taymar twice trying to tap settings into whatever he was holding. After another jolt from the ship, he grabbed Taymar by the shoulder and punched a button on the device. A blue swirl of light formed around them, blurring the room and sucking her guts down to the floor. In an instant, the blurred chamber was replaced with the interior of a shuttle like the one she had stolen before, but without the extra seats. 
 
   “Brilliant!” Taymar said, taking in the familiar control panel.
 
   Kellin’s answer was to shove the light and remote transtrem at her and run for the pilot’s seat. She shoved them into the bag and was wobbling her way to the only other chair in the shuttle as the ship jumped and lunged beneath them. She managed to grab the seat harness as the shuttle was lifting into the air, but only one buckle locked in place before it lurched forward. Taymar yelped and slid down the seat. Her chin caught on the belt, saving her from hitting the floor, and nearly choking her at the same time. 
 
   The shuttle spun again, but Taymar clung to the belt and finally managed to pull herself back into the seat just in time to see the screen phase in front of them to show the shuttle bay. Two security personnel were running to get clear of the shuttle as it barreled toward the massive shuttle bay doors. The closed shuttle bay doors.
 
   “What are you doing?” Taymar asked, still a little shaken from seeing Nevvis dead. “You can’t just crash through them. Can you?”
 
   “Get your harness on,” Kellin said, tapping furiously at the control panel.
 
   Taymar didn’t need to be told. She was already locking the final buckle into place, and the click didn’t happen too soon. The huge doors pulled apart with the speed of rotting wood while the shuttle slid back and forth in the shuttle bay, keeping the security people from locking it down or getting to the control panel to close the door.
 
   Kellin didn’t wait for them to open all the way. Taymar could just see the distant stars and the flare of laser fire through the opening when Kellin rolled the control ball forward and lurched toward the doors.
 
   “I don’t think it’s going to…” Taymar broke off her prediction as the shuttle bounced between the doors and broke into open space.
 
   “That wasn’t good,” Kellin said, pointing the shuttle away from the ship.
 
   “What do you mean? Don’t say something like ‘that wasn’t good’ when we are in a shuttle in the middle of space and could die.”
 
   “Death is the only outcome for life,” Kellin said.
 
   “Okay, fine. But not right now.” Captain Sean’s ship jumped sideways amid a huge flash of light, which outlined the silhouette of another ship in the distance. Another streak of light shot through the void and exploded in an array of colors around the attacking ship.
 
   Kellin moved the shuttle so it flew just under the belly of Captain Sean’s ship, so close he had to swing out three different times to avoid being hit by the other ship as it maneuvered away from the attacker. 
 
   “Is that ship here for us?” Taymar asked, watching the small inset viewer to see if she could catch a glimpse of the silhouette behind them.
 
   “No,” Kellin said. “They are here to distract the Regal.” He pointed to a tiny dot on the screen. “They are here for us.”
 
   “Are they with the Shreet?”
 
   “No.” Kellin reached up and tapped a switch, sending the shuttle into darkness. “They are the Shreet.”
 
   Streaks of white light exploded into blinding blues and greens on the inset screen as the Shreet ship continued to attack the Regal. The instant the metal over their heads gave way to black space, Kellin slapped his hand on the control panel. The shuttle leaped forward, knocking Taymar back against her seat and making her extra thankful for the harness that now held her in place. 
 
   As they approached the dot, it grew into a stretched out sphere that was fatter on one end and remarkably smooth. A flash of light exploded on Taymar’s side of the shuttle, momentarily blinding her as the shuttle skipped sideways. “Was that from the Shreet or the Regal?” she asked, trying to keep the terror she was feeling squished down. She didn’t want to be the only one screaming in panic, and Kellin’s methodical resolve told her he wouldn’t be joining her if she lost it.
 
   “I do not know, but it won’t matter if it hits us. We have no defensive reflectors. We will die.”
 
   “Well, thank you for all that encouragement.” Taymar looked away as another burst of light flooded the shuttle cabin. “So glad I am in safe hands.”
 
   When she chanced a glance over at Kellin, he was smiling, but he didn’t answer.
 
   The closer they got to the ship in front of them, the more amazing it became. The shell looked like it was formed from one solid massive piece of metal that blended in so completely with the black of space she had to focus hard to not lose it on the screen. Not until a tiny white light formed near its center was she able to see its outline clearly.
 
   On the smaller inset screen, Taymar watched as the Regal backed toward them while keeping the other ship engaged in front of it. Captain Sean was trying to block the shuttle, but he couldn’t turn around. Either the majority of his weapons were on one side of his ship or the long black ship was too far away. Whichever it was, the Regal couldn’t back away from the battle fast enough to stop the shuttle from sliding into the white opening of the Shreet shuttle bay. 
 
   Kellin tapped in a code on the control panel and spoke in that strange click and whistle language she had heard the Shreet using before. On the small screen, she watched the Regal disappear from view as the Shreet ship turned and the door slid down. 
 
   For a moment, neither of them moved. When Taymar finally reached up to wipe the sweat from her temple, Kellin looked over at her and gave her one of his rare smiles. “Were you worried?” he asked, disengaging his harness.
 
   “Was I worried? Are you joking? I still am worried. Why did you do that?”
 
   “You do not deserve to be a slave to other people’s will.”
 
   “That doesn’t answer my question. Why did you risk so much to bring me here? I didn’t do anything for you, so why did you do this for me?”
 
   Kellin lost his smile. He studied her for a moment before speaking, and she knew he was looking for something deep within her.
 
   “I did it because I know you are what we need. You cannot understand now, but in time you will see I’m right. The Shreet is an organization worthy of you. The Alliance is not. You will see soon enough. Until then, will you trust me?”
 
   Taymar looked at him long and hard before answering. What she knew of him, she liked, but that didn’t count for much. People were capable of all degrees of deceit, and he would be no different. “No,” she stated honestly.
 
   Kellin’s expression didn’t change, so she went on. “I don’t trust you because I don’t know you, and because I don’t know the Shreet. But, I will give you both a chance before I decide against you.”
 
   Kellin nodded, showing his approval. “You are cautious. That is good. I knew the moment I saw you with Nevvis that day in the retaining room that you were what we needed. Now, I know I am right.” Kellin swiped his hand over the activation panel. “You are right to reserve your trust. I would expect no less, but know this. The Shreet will win you over. You will see. Come. I will introduce you to my zoe.”
 
   Surprised, Taymar followed him. She was not aware he had been in the retaining room the day Nevvis arrived. As they stepped out of the shuttle onto a narrow platform that carried them to the main floor, Taymar felt she at least owed him a shred of honesty. “Nevvis said the Shreet were bad.” She jumped off the platform before it carried her back. “He said they wanted to enslave everyone.”
 
   Kellin braced himself against the deck shuttle door as the ship leaped forward beneath them. “You will have to decide that for yourself,” he said as he swiped the door. “I think you will be surprised.”
 
   The battle outside raged on as she followed Kellin into the main interior of the ship. It looked remarkably similar to the Regal. Light poured down from the ceiling instead of the walls, but computer panels and sensors dotted both sides of the narrow passageway, flickering and beeping as skinbraids squeezed past each other. It was smaller. Kellin barely cleared the entryway. And the writing on the walls looked more like scratches than letters, but it was a space ship just like the Regal. 
 
   Within seconds of entering the main corridor, a short, milky-skinned figure ran toward them. The creature could not have reached Taymar’s waist if it stood on its toes. It had no hair and its skull formed a high ridge down the center of its too large head. She was sure she had seen some of them on the Regal, but they had worn robes. This one wore only a loose red smock and a worried expression.
 
   Stopping directly in front of them, the stout little creature gave a short bow and then clipped off a series of questions in a language of clicks and whistles that Taymar remembered from Nevvis’s house the day she was abducted. The only word she recognized was Kellin’s name, which came out as Kellindii. When the creature finished speaking, Kellin nodded, clicked something back, and then dismissed the messenger with a flick of his hand. 
 
   “What was that?” Taymar asked, watching the creature scurry down the hall.
 
   “That was Yarnit. They are very helpful if you can keep up with them. There are many of them working with the Shreet. We had a few of them on the Regal as well.”
 
   “Was it male or female?”
 
   “They are neither.” Kellin turned to face her. “Or more accurately, they are both at once. Just refer to them as Yarnit and you will be fine.”
 
   Taymar caught the wall as the ship bucked again. “What did it want?”
 
   “What did Yarnit want,” he corrected. “Yarnit wanted to know if I had everything the Shreet came for. We cannot remain in battle with the Regal much longer. Even with two ships, she outmatches us.”
 
   His statement had a hint of pride to it, and maybe regret. “What did you tell i…Yarnit?”
 
   Kellin nodded at her. “That you were here. We could go.”
 
   Taymar frowned. All of this just to get her on board a Shreet ship? Again? It seemed a bit much. She didn’t have a chance to voice her skepticism, because Kellin was pushing his way into the crowded corridor.
 
   As they worked their way down the winding passage, catching themselves against the wall now and again, Taymar drank in the strangeness with a mixture of fear and exhilaration. The skinbraids ranged in height similar to the people of the Regal. Maybe they tended to be a little shorter. Or Maybe looking at them in comparison to the giant Kellin just made them seem that way. Their skin color varied considerably, though. They came in muted shades of tan, rusty orange, pale yellow and a strange light blue that looked a little dirty. But, regardless of their skin color, they all displayed braids that melted into white fleshy skin growing against their heads eventually breaking away and ending in varying lengths of silky white braided hair. Some braids were thicker than others, but they all dangled like living ropes from the strange creatures’ heads.  Their eyes were as enormous as she remembered them from her last visit to one of their ships, but not as dark. Their noses were flat and ended in nostril slits that parted as they breathed, but it somehow seemed normal on their angular faces.
 
   With help from a passing Shreet, Kellin made it through the maze of passages to the Shreet version of the nav-deck. By the time he swiped open the door, the ship had stopped bumping and swerving. Like the rest of the ship, the nav-deck was smaller than that of the Regal. The viewer was a holo that shot up from a raised table in the center of the room. It showed stars and a red dot falling away at an impressive rate. Probably the Regal. 
 
   Leaning over the holographic dome was a woman who, from the back, looked surprisingly like Lakir, Nevvis’s last girlfriend. Until she turned around. The Shreet was taller than Taymar, but not by much. Her skinbraid started off golden blond, but quickly turned into the same white fleshy rope that merged into hair around her shoulders.
 
   The woman addressed Kellin with a smile in the same chirpy language he had used earlier, again referring to him as Kellindii. This time, however, it was Kellin who bowed. His reply was in Universal. “ZakiRoe, I present Taymar. Again. This time, I think we will be able to keep her.”
 
   The woman grinned. “I shall try to do better, Kellindii, seeing as how you went to such trouble to get her here.” Her accent was extreme. She chirped her words in a short clipped cadence, but at least Taymar could make them out.
 
   “What do you mean by again?” Taymar asked.
 
   The woman shrugged. “I had you once, but it seems you were more than we anticipated and the dii who flew the mission did not heed our informer’s warning. You stole our ship.”
 
   Taymar narrowed her eyes and shifted to find a better-balanced position. “You stole people.” 
 
   “We didn’t intend to steal anyone. Just offer them an alternative. We were not prepared for the…passion of your people.” The woman glanced at Kellin, a thin clear eyelid sliding over her huge dark eyes. “You are the real reason we went to Drani at all.”
 
   “I find that hard to believe.” Taymar looked the woman over, pausing a little too long on her amazing ankle claw. “Other than repairing ships, I don’t know how I am all that much good on a space ship.”
 
   “Ah, but you are wrong.” ZakiRoe stepped over and offered Taymar her arm. “If you will indulge us, I will take you to our station as you call it. You have someone waiting there who has been very anxious for your arrival. And then you can decide for yourself just how valuable you are.”
 
   Taymar glanced from the strange woman to Kellin and then to the extended arm. Taking a deep breath, she reached forward and they clasped wrists. “Okay. Let’s see your space station.” Beside her, Kellin smiled. Taymar sucked in a long breath. Whatever was about to happen, at least it was going to be her choice this time.
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