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Book I

Mrs. Blue

 




The door to my cell groans under heavy gears, and the first sunlight I’ve seen in three days falls warm on my knees. The guard who stands framed in the light has his rifle and rapid-reload crossbow slung over his shoulders so the belts crisscross his chest. With his visored helmet, he looks like he belongs on a motorcycle‒an ET from some corny trade magazine.

“Good morning, Miss Caz. Surprised to see me so early?”

I give him a bleary-eyed stare and croak the first word that comes to mind.

“Water.”

That draws a laugh. “Sentencing’s today. By noon, you be out of our hair for good, neh?”

As if eager to clear out my cell, he flicks the label on the open door. Jennifer Caz is the name emblazoned there, but those who know me call me Jenna. The family name is one I bear with shame. Ironically, I could walk away from that name if I’d just accept a small plea bargain.  Sadly, the deal comes with a husband I want nothing to do with.

The guard enters my cell and fetches the contract from its tack on the inner wall. “You don’t have to wind up on the gallows, Miss Caz. Your freedom’s right here.”

I clear my parched throat. “Go fall in a bottomless pit.”

My guard and I share one of those precious relationships where we can freely express how much we despise each other. I wish he’d take off that protective helmet one day so we can hate each other face-to-face.

“Routine check first.” He comes forward and picks up the vaner’ra talisman that hangs about my neck. He tugs it, as per usual, to ensure it’s fastened snugly. Once at Still-Hour, and once again at sunrise, the guards repeat this check. Because that wretched device is all that keeps me here.

They lure you into these blasted things when you’re young, before you manifest. You can tell by the age of five when your child will turn into a freak like me. Perhaps your child developed this inexplicable fascination with blank walls or makes strange grabbing motions at unseen objects. These early warning signs merit a letter to the local thought police.

We’ve been called everything in the past. Leapers. Sliders. Air Dancers. Space Charmers. Put any name on it, the fact remains: teleportation is a rare power, and if you’re born with it, life’s got a big-time vendetta.

I remember when my mother introduced me to the talisman. The exact age escapes me. We lived in a country property. Grandfather had banished my mother from the capital for speaking out against one of his policies. What does a preschooler understand of court intrigue? All I knew was that I was being taken from my playmates. That was both a blessing and a curse, for my peers already suspected I was not like them.

“Jennifer.” My mother came upon me on the porch and caught me rubbing bugs between my hands. “I got you a special gift.”

I dropped the critters to clap excitedly, the fool I was. “What is it? What is it?”

She stooped to be level with me so the many folds and pleats of her magnificent dress fanned out around her. In her hands, I saw the gleam of golden worked facets.

“It’s called a vaner’ra talisman. It’s rare and expensive.”

“Thank you, Mommy.”

She looped the chain around my neck, turned a screw under my chin, and I admired the disk of dimpled gold that now hung upon my chest.

The talisman draws power from the bearer, and it activates when you try to sound. Sampling is too weak to trigger it, so you can taste the nearness of another place, but when you try to transition to it, you get an unpleasant shock.

The device has some merit. No one wants a child sounding themselves into a blast furnace. Space charming is probably rare because our ancestors who carried the gene managed to throw themselves into too many dangerous situations. The transition takes concentration; you’re not going to manage the feat while being mauled by a lion.

High family children attended special schools, and I was no different. My first day went south fast.

“What’s that thing on your neck?” The question, phrased with a tone of disdain, came from a girl whose name I’d eventually learn was Bandynn.

“It’s a talisman.” I was, at least, smart enough to hide the pride in my voice. “My mom says it keeps away the boogeyman.”

Bandynn gave me a look of disbelief. “The boogeyman ain’t scard’a gold. You need to use a night-light to beat ‘im.”

“Nuh-uh, he’s afraid of a talisman.”

“You’re dumb. You know that?”

“Not as dumb as you.”

“Here, drink.” The mouth of a water-skin interrupts the memory of the first time that stupid talisman got me beaten up.

My guard allows me three gulps before pulling back. Precious water dribbles all over my leg. I strain to get my tongue far enough to recover it, but the bindings are too tight, and I hover a hand span away.

“Thirsty, are ye? There’s plenty more to drink right here.” The guard pats his inner thighs.

“Bring it here, big boy.”

He laughs off my invitation. “Sorry, babe. I don’t know where your mouth’s been.”

“Live dangerously for once, would you?”

“Besides, you’d probably bite.” While crouching clear of kicking range, he loosens the bindings on one of my shins. He takes a moment to run a gloved hand from my bare knee to my ankle. “Nice legs you got there.”

“All the better for kicking you into a soprano.”

He laughs as two more guards walk in. They get me in a leg iron with ball and chain then free my other ankle.

“Where are you taking me?” This break in the week-old routine has me curious. I’m not certain my parents would want to free me. Right now patricide looks so attractive, I wouldn’t even turn myself loose.

“They want you present for the sentencing.”

I’ve grown to love my guard’s husky voice. I’ll love it better when I’ve buried a dagger in his chest.

“Before putting me in front of a court, why don’t you people wait for me to commit a crime?”

The guards chuckle before my jailor motions to have me dragged out.

“Save the comedy for the executioner’s axe, Miss Caz.”




Bandynn awaits in the shadow of a stone pillar outside my cell.

Her black tresses, tied with ruby red ribbons, wave over her plunging neckline. The bright pink of her lip, offset by that black line the younger high family ladies paint on their lower lips, makes her mouth look sultry. And her pewter eyes exude nothing but smug satisfaction.

While we stare each other down, the guards shuffle nervously. Lightnings like Bandynn and my parents run little demesnes like this across the world because telepathy can’t penetrate their electrostatic fields. My guards don’t know this for sure‒all they see is me facing off a woman who wears no protective lead shielding. Those lies they tell about us telepaths hiding in mirrors and snatching little children have done half my job for me.

“That’s right,” I assure the guards. “I’m one lunge from getting clear of her. And if I do, those helmets won’t save you.”

My bravado draws a chuckle from Bandynn. “Really now, Jenna. I could deliver you. One kind word from me to your father, and you’ll live to see dawn.”

“I’m sure. My father loves his concubines.”

Bandynn’s eyes narrow. Oops. One day I’ll learn to keep my trap shut.

A lower-order Lightning named Drannak rounds a corner. He wears his blond hair in stubby  spikes, which mesh well with his roundish face and athletic build. His sleeveless black robes flutter with his purposeful stride, caressing the sword strapped to his side.

“Hello, Drannak.” Bandynn offers her minion a ghost of a smile. “Jenna seems to have forgotten her manners. We can hardly take her to see her father while she foams at the mouth, can we?”

“Guards.” He gestures for them to grab me.

They get my arms unshackled and force me face down on the stone floor. Someone pins my head under a knee while another stretches my arm out. Drannak unsheathes his sword and uses the tip to score a line from my elbow to my shoulder.

Though he doesn’t dig to the bone, they earn the pleasure of a scream from me. At least they didn’t hew my arm off. It’s mad expensive to have limbs regrown.

Drannak cleans his sword on my ass. “Bind the wound. She’s geysering.”

“With what, milord? Shall we fetch a bio?”

“Here.”

Drannak uses his powers to shred the bottom half of my shirt. The guards do a messy job on my arm and release me to struggle to my feet. I feel a little woozy. Three days without food and now this? It’s a wonder I don’t faceplant.

“Follow.” Drannak turns behind his mistress.

I obey, lest they get any clever ideas about making my arms match. We leave the dungeons and take the path to my father’s fortress.

We pass in sight of a main road, where men stop to raise their top hats and scratch their heads. Women hide their faces behind fans and parasols. I can imagine what they’re thinking.

Look at the freak our leaders sired.

Why don’t they end this now and have done with?

Shame on her, that uncooperative wretch. Bet she’s rethinking her choices now.

Stars take you all. I wasn’t born to regret.

The shadow of an airship blots out the sun for a moment. I glance at the quivering mass of brick, steel girders, and vents and wish it would crash on my father’s fortress. It’s big enough to smoke the whole building. Problem solved.

Lies. The crash would also kill my little sister, and I’d never want that.

As luck would have it, the obscene metal dromedary floats merrily on its way, canvas bladders belching steam with every gasp. The otherwise cloudless sky drowns me in blue, and I can’t believe it might be the last time I see it.

“Move.” Drannak shoves me forward. I’m sure he’s impatient to get home and cackle into a mirror or whatever it is people who wear perma-scowls do when they’re alone.

A row of lobster-type mechanoids awaits us outside the door to the fortress. Before each vehicle, the pilots stand, hands raised in salute. No trace of softness graces their eyes as I pass. It’s sad that a tiny, insignificant dishonourable discharge can make them forget me.

We march into the fortress and take a circuitous route to the throne room. When the scent of chorenum tickles my nose, I realize we’re headed for the concubines’ bathroom.

They scrape chorenum deposits off industrial nitrogen weirs. Father uses the drug to keep the concubines docile. I can’t help but wrinkle my nose in disgust.

Bandynn spreads her arms to glass doors twice my height which rumble apart. Within, my father’s eight concubines swish their feet in their wading pool under rays of sunshine from majestic windows. The room smells of roses and sugary incense, which is how chorenum gets, except they’ve used rich perfumes to cover up the underlying scent of decay.

“Get in.” Bandynn points at the pinkish, rippling surface. “You stink something fierce.”

Wow. She wants me to swim around in concubine foot-water? Bandynn’s got style in how she metes out punishment. I think I’m starting to like her.

I wade down the concrete stairs to my thighs and wash up in water that smells a mix of lavender and red wine vinegar. The concubines observe with detached curiosity, except the end one who wears a goofy grin and sways her head side to side.

Bandynn calls out instructions as I get cleaned up. “You there, go fetch some better bandages.  You go grab towels and fresh clothes. And Jenna, wash your face. I don’t want you getting confused with a drowned rat.”

Ugh. This water tastes like toenails and garlic. Are the concubines bathing in soup?

When I emerge from the pool, my favourite guard awaits with fresh bandages. He does a surprisingly gentle job of getting my arm redone. I do believe he’s going to miss me when I’m gone. Maybe I’ll get to come back and haunt him.

Another guard hands me an outfit. The silken, short-sleeved dress, cut off at the mid-thighs, would be suitable for a circus entertainer. The words “Property of House Caz” span the back.

“A dress and boots?” I glance meaningfully at my soggy combat boots, but Bandynn shrugs.

“You think we’re made of time? It’s not like you’re going to a fashion show.”

I shuck the remains of my shirt and pull the dress over my head. They appear satisfied with the look, so Bandynn moves on. I follow after Drannak, and the guards trail behind.

The quiet outside my parents’ court is unnerving and broken only by the squish of my boots. I shudder from water crawling from my hair and down my back, but Bandynn gives me a smile of satisfaction. She’s misread the motion, but the doors part before I can mock her.

My father sits on his throne, sceptre in hand. Rotund and portly, he would make a convincing egg were he to paint himself white. It’s a striking difference from my waifish mother who sits beside him. You wouldn’t even know they were siblings to look at them.

Behind them, the scribes, attendants, and members of high family form a rainbow of expensive silks. Guards stand at all exits and upper balconies. Crossbow-wielding thugs skulk behind the tapestries. Of the higher powers, only three Elika, counting Bandynn, have come. A few lower-order Lightnings stand in their shadows.

An unfamiliar Lightning stands at the fore, likely as much a prisoner as me.

My guards and I come to a stop in a hall so quiet I hear someone in the back of the assembly clear his throat. I adopt a nonchalant pose, with my arm leaking a rivulet of blood down my wrist. My parents’ soulless stares would unnerve anyone except me who sold mine to win their stupid war.

Into the deathly quiet, my father speaks. “Adultery is a serious crime, Jenna.”

Adultery? What dusty law book did they drag that one out of? Oh, I see. They can execute me for adultery without having to deal with any civil unrest that might come of a Namika murdering his own daughter-war-hero-outcast. Father has, no doubt, prepared a long speech about how he begged me to change my amorous ways, and how I wouldn’t listen.

My father beckons into the assembly, and a scribe scurries forward, flourishing a copy of that blasted contract they want me to sign.

“Come now.” Father’s words come coated in honey. “Sign and marry. Sign, and all charges will be dropped.”

I know from previous discussion that the contract says to the Courier Guild that I willfully hid my abilities from my parents. All us freaks are supposed to be turned over to the guild from youth. By not cashing me in, my parents have broken one of the few cross-border laws on this planet. They need me to make them innocent.

“Sign the contract,” says my mother. “Marry. Make a baby, and then you’re free. How can you turn this down?”

My parents seem to have overlooked my decision not to participate in this conversation, but Drannak whirls to face me and draws his sword so briskly, his cloak billows out.

“Answer, cur!” He moves to strike me down, but my father stops him.

“At ease, Drannak.”

Drannak grunts and puts his sword away. I visualize him gouging my other arm, and my parents looking on with the detached stares of a concubine all doped up on chorenum. The thought chills me more than it should.

The scribe with the contract rushes up and extends the board to me, but I take the pages from him and tear them up. As I cast the shredded bits of paper to the floor and mash them with the toe of my boot, I offer my answer.

“May hell consume your soul.”

There’s a collective drawing in of breath. My father’s face shows none of the rage he must be feeling. I can feel a little pride for him right there. The guy’s got more self-control than I do.

“Guards. Take her back. Schedule her execution for dawn. Have the bios ready to attempt an ovarian transplant one hour before.”

“You all know I’m innocent,” I yell as the guards drag me away. “You sheep are too scared to speak against them. You’ll watch him invent crimes to buy my compliance.”

“Someone silence her.”

Drannak is only too happy to draw his weapon on command.

Like that’s going to stop me.

“There are hundreds of you and only one of him. Stand up for once in your starforsaken lives!”

The hilt of Drannak’s sword makes a beeline for‒

 



I reach wakefulness. Light sleeper. A perk from running scared all my life. I don’t even stir in case I’m being watched. Just lightly test my restraints.

They’ve shackled my arms behind me and tied my legs to the chair as usual. I should have a massive headache from getting whacked. They must have healed me, hoping I’d wake up and sign the contract.

Heh. Suckers.

I have a sunrise date with an executioner. I kinda deserve it for being stupid enough to get collared. It’s not a bad way to go. I could have been caught by the thought police. Spend life as a mindless slave.

“Jenna,” says a male voice. “Pleased you could join us.”

I open my eyes to a tall, cloaked man instead of my favourite guard. Four of his fellows stand at his sides. Hmm. Sunset red robes and hoods drawn up. Prominent symbols of the door stitched on their shoulders. Reapers for the Courier Guild. The thought police I’d been planning to escape by dying.

I offer them a wry grin. “I spent my entire life trying to avoid you guys.”

“We’ve known about you for some time.” The central figure lowers his hood, and a mental presence licks the edge of my seventh sense. When I resist his intrusion, he smiles. “My name is Mezitus. And you’re a two-way telepath. A one-in-a-million‒no, ten million combination.”

The next stab of exploratory thought causes me to draw breath in pain. The five of them must be in a telepathic merge to have this much drilling power because I’m above average at thought-tossing, and he almost gets through my shields.

“Much more than five,” says Mezitus, which is a strong hint that he’s already reading me. He exudes the impression that he’s personally sitting at home on the other side of the world while talking through the focus person of the merge that stands before me. An impressive range. About twice as far as mine, and the average telepath can get two-way over a scant hundred metres.

“I’m honoured to have a merge of such powerful telepaths banging painfully at my head.”

The Mezitus-merge presses on with its attacks. The battle is unwinnable. Together, they’re too strong, and I have nowhere to run. In the minute or so I manage to hold them off, they completely wear me out. The mental intrusion feels like having my clenched teeth pried apart. There’s a flash of light, and I lose control. I become... someone else...

 

 

***

 

 

I, Mezitus, assume control of the Jenna Caz entity, relinquishing control of the merge to my assistant who carried my spirit here.

She tries to lash out from the dark corners of her mind to which she’s been banished. Having asserted my control over her body, I only allow her to watch the proceedings. Jenna is justifiably upset.

You monsters. I will kill each one of you. I’ll rip your faces off and run them through a fluorite rock grinder.

Such rhetoric. Perhaps a few minutes of total sensory deprivation will calm her.

While she withers in silence, my assistants untie my legs and clip the shackles on my arms. They have to leave the cuff on for lack of cutting equipment. We’ll have to get them removed when we get her home. Only after the last strand of rope has fallen to the ground do I release her to have her senses back.

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAIIIIIIIEE.

Her mental wail of distress is a certain kind of music. A shame multiple trips into the void will drive her to madness. I’ll have to squeeze in some playtime with a spare mind that’s not so valuable.

Get out of my head, you freak. I’ll‒ I’ll‒

“Now, now, Jenna. Do be a good girl and don’t make me have to dunk you again.” I speak to her using her mouth even though I could well communicate mentally. Since I’ve dropped out of the merge, I want my assistants to hear what’s going on inside.

Jenna gives up a groan of black fury. How precious it is. So raw, so pure. If she could move now, she would punch the walls until her knuckles bled. I sit back and relish it.

Do not, ever again, call me a ‘good girl’ or anything else that pops into your perverted head.

“She’s very strong,” I tell my assistants. “It will take them weeks to break her.”

You will never break me.

“The pools on your breaking date will grow to princely sums.”

“It is time.” My assistant radiates his eagerness to escape.

Luckily, the talisman around my neck blocks only sounding because I’m needed to help my assistants sample our destination. Under our combined will, fist-sized pools of night-sky darkness appear and cluster into a man-sized portal. We work together to focus it. It takes a lot of concentration to do an accurate sampling across a stone as big and as dense as a planet.

From the centre of the darkness, a finger of light bursts forth. It grows until the black clouds are but a border on a picture frame of the destination. A pristine sample. We’ll be able to step through with minimal sonic disruptions that sounding usually causes.

Wow. Jenna is breathless when we cross, and the ocean scents fill my nostrils.

“First time you’ve ever space charmed across the planet?”

Yes, she admits. What castle is this?

I put my hands on my hips and pause to give her a sweeping view of Council Island and the castle that crowns it. Jenna offers some thoughts to show she’s impressed despite herself.

Listen. I was thinking. I could be willing to cooperate if you guys would leave my memories intact.

“You’ve reached the bargaining stage rather quickly.”

I’ve nothing to lose. Getting mind-wiped would kinda suck more than getting executed.

“Come along, now. Ta’Mela has been dying to meet you.”

Ta’Mela? Oh, great.

The name of the leader of the Telepath Guild evokes a delicious sense of dread from Jenna. Underneath the fear hovers a thrilling urge... no, need to survive.

Such a strong mind. This meeting will be one for the history books.

“Come, all.” I lead my assistants into the castle.

 

 




Mezitus leads the group through oversized doors that might hold against a barrage of howitzer shells. The hall’s spartan interior makes me think of a giant, ugly mausoleum. Not functional in any sense‒doors are too big and heavy for rapid use and need to be opened by gears. Quaint hooded aluminum heat registers protrude from gaps in the stonework as if the discovery of electricity gave this place a pass.

This thought intrigues Mezitus. “No one’s ever called our hallowed chambers quaint before.”

What’s with the ox and cart show? Why not set up fluorine power cores?

“Too noisy. This is a hall of meditation. You are green, little one. You will learn our ways.”

Mezitus walks my body to lift-tracks at the end of a marble hallway. Oak doors, stained dark and heavily varnished, block off what are probably offices or similar compartments. An aura of despondency hangs about the place, leftover traces of the many telepaths who’ve been dragged through to meet their fates.

At the end of the hall, the ceiling opens, making room for the lift. Like leafless ivy, iron-wrought tracks cling to the walls in curving lines.

Mezitus rings a bell on a post. He dings it three more times and waits. A new presence reaches my mind, to which Mezitus mentally attaches the name Ta’Mela.

Impatient, Mezitus?

“Somewhat, Mistress. This little space charmer we caught is strong and tiring. I yearn to be rid of her.”

You may release her. I sense that Jenna’s going to be good. You are, aren’t you?

Ta’Mela’s melodious and clear mental voice might as well be right behind me. Her signature is unmistakable. Her psychic scream would probably kill everyone in this fortress, including me. For once, I manage to curb my tongue.

I’ll be a good girl, sir and milady.

Ugh, did I just say that? Desperation talking.

Mistress, to you. Do not keep me waiting.

With a wrenching feeling, Mezitus and Ta’Mela are gone from my head. I wrap my arms around my ribs and step back as a lift crawls down to ground level.

The vehicle resembles a squat yellow caterpillar making its way down a jungle of metal vines. One feeler seems tasked with staying on a silver line that sparks each time the body heaves.

The door opens to form a ramp. The lift operator, a greying man with a bored smile, proves to be a non-telepath. He hits me with loud public-mind thoughts as I enter the small compartment.

Oi, look at that dress. She looks like a contortionist. I’d like to...

The rest of his thoughts vanish into the depths of his private mind. I could draw them out if I wanted, but he would sense that, and really, I can guess what the end of his sentence was.

Three rifle-bearing guards and two Reapers pile in after me. A very tight fit for a telepath. I wall off my mind as best I can, but one of the guards brushes my arm, and the contact brings a forced telepathic rapport that delivers his thoughts right to me.

Shades, check out the knockers on her.

I draw my arm away from him and fold them over my chest but there’s no respite in such a tight space.

Gads, that was some great bacon I had this morning...

...the ass on her too... reminds me of...

Four hours left in this shift. My feet are killing me.

Stars help me. This is torture. Okay. Focus on the window as a distraction. Pretend I’m the one doing the crawling instead of the lift. The idea draws a laugh out of me and quizzical gazes from the guards.

“I am an insect,” I tell them. “See me scuttle. See me crawl.”

I put a picnic basket of writhing dew worms into my public mind. My thoughts earn me a respectful clearing from the poor telepathic Reapers. The guards follow suit, though they surely don’t know why. They’ll be careful about physical contact with me now.

We reach the desired floor, and the lift door opens its beak. Without waiting for prompts, I head out into a hallway of pillars and tapestries. Servants and courtiers stop to observe as I lead my retinue of guards to the doors at the end. Surprise and curiosity ripple in our wake. I bet they wonder who captured whom.

Symbols etched on lapels and sleeves tell me the purpose of the various functionaries I pass. The eye of the chronomancers are among the first. The two schools of their guild produce either seers or assassins. Next is the heart for the biopathic healers. After them comes the dreaded symbol of the door for the Courier Guild.

I never thought I’d ever find myself at their mercy.

Guards open the doors at the end of the hall, and I enter into a throne room of sorts. Except, any proper throne room should contain the high seat of the Namika and the secondary throne of the Naiskarin. This room only contains one throne, and the person who sits upon it is a woman with long dark hair that frames a soul-reading stare. Without asking, I know it is Ta’Mela, leader of the Telepath Guild.

I draw up before her and curtsey in the oppressive silence.

Yep. Pretty much doomed here.

In the stillness that follows, I have plenty of time to inspect the second most powerful person in our world’s loose political structure. Ta’Mela wears that smoky eye thing aggressively, as though she shoved her head into a barrel of coal this morning. She’s probably in her late thirties, though it’s difficult to say since her clear Orionite heritage makes her hard to read.

“Jenna Caz.” Ta’Mela crosses her legs, sending cascading rivers of blue sequin flashes to the floor. The style went out twenty years ago and, mercifully, never returned. Ta’Mela seems to think she has enough chutzpah to bring it back by herself.

Oops, she’s glaring at me. Some of that thought must have leaked into my public mind.

“Milady is stunning and beautiful,” I tell her. “This lowly servant is in awe.”

A few heartbeats crawl by while I wonder if my nose is going to jab out someone’s eye from all the lies I’ve just told. Luckily, Ta’Mela seems to buy my flattery. She motions to the guards.

A rifle butt collides with the back of my legs. I fall to my knees before Ta’Mela, and a gloved hand lands on the back of my head to jam my face to the floor.

All that saves me from a telepathic blunder is the surprise masking my fury.

Thoughts of satisfaction invade my senses, followed by lurid imaginings of the position I’m in. I’m caught under the blanket of it since it’s all I can think for a moment. It takes a healthy length of time to extract my mind from the thoughts being imposed upon it. By then, Ta’Mela has risen to her feet.

“Rise, Jenna. Come with us.” Without glancing back, Ta’Mela heads for the rear door.

Was that a royal we I just heard? Lovely. My new mistress is one bell shy of a clock tower. But the guards allow me to get clear of them and their slimy thoughts. For that I could kiss her.

Ta’Mela walks me into a large room with a glass wall overlooking the sea. Titanium mechanoid skeletons adorn this room, appearing frozen in battle. Some show damage. Others have been reconstructed and look new. What a strange mechanical graveyard to have adjoining a throne room. I gather Ta’Mela must be a collector.

Halfway through the room, Ta’Mela stops to look at me, so I throw on an awestruck face. She offers me a smile and a bit of an explanation.

“True. I am a collector... in a way. I’m also known to collect people.”

Shades, that was a deep reading. I’m sure I had none of that in my public mind. I should be unsurprised. There has to be a reason Ta’Mela is leader of her guild.

Ta’Mela seems satisfied by whatever she reads from me, for she turns and marches forward. She’s proven sufficiently interested in my well-being for now. Time for a quick request.

“May I have some water, please?”

“This is the question you ask?”

“I didn’t exactly come from a resort.”

“Not now. Come.”

I lick my dry lips and press forward. They’d probably punish me for passing out. How unfair is that?

We move on, out of the museum and onto a second-floor bridge overlooking a room of children sitting cross-legged on mats. I draw up to the metal rail. Eyes closed and lips parted in low song, each child has a blade before him. Many show scars from training battles.

Chronomancer assassin children. Ta’Mela basks in my horror, beaming with delight as the discordant melody takes me back. Hands linked, Bandynn and the class danced and sang.

 

Jenna Caz, Jenna Caz.

Telecreepo and a big fat spaz.

 

No way to escape with my hair tied in a reef knot over the swing set. No way to avoid the upcoming beating.

My mother tried to console me as she sheared knots and dog shit out of my hair. It was the first day I remember crying because I was different. How little could I have known life would devise craftier ways to hurt me.

“All the more reason to join my family.” Ta’Mela’s voice brings me back with a sudden wrench.

“You pulled that memory.” My voice comes close to cracking at the horrible thought of her seeing that.

“No, love. You did that. I merely watched.”

“It wasn’t yours to see.”

“All your memories will soon belong to me.” Ta’Mela moves on.

We enter the main floor of a room, where a dozen telekinetic children play a game of block tower. They used to play this back in school. Knee-high wooden blocks are stacked in a tower of six to ten, and the winning team is the one to tip it on the opposing side. They rarely allow us non-telekinetics to join because the forces around the tower can get strong enough to burst the blocks into splinters. Just as well. A heated match is a boring mob of children staring at an unmoving tower with their hands open and arms extended.

This match is not so dull. The tower writhes like a constrictor choking on a meal. Among the spectators, two instructors stand where they might easily deflect the force of fast-moving blocks.

A little voice bespeaks me hesitantly. I have water. You can have it.

Ta’Mela seems content to stay here for a moment, so I wander in the direction of the mental touch.

I’m here, says a six-year-old spectator, drawing my eye. Also locked under a vaner’ra talisman, she has long, black hair and inquisitive brown eyes. Most importantly, she holds out a wooden drinking cup.

“Thank you, thank you, thank you.” I kneel before her and accept the offering. Half-filled only. I want to gulp the whole thing but feel bad about drinking all her water.

“That’s okay,” she says. “You need it more than I do.”

Enough invitation for me. I drain it, revelling in the strength returning to me as my body realizes we might not die today.

“Thank you, little girl. What’s your name?”

“Inga.”

“My name’s Jenna. I see you’re already starting to manifest. Are you excited?”

“I guess.”

She doesn’t have your range. Ta’Mela has been skulking around the edge of the play area. Her dominant power is dreamscaping, which makes her useless for Reaper training. She will be a fine courier one day.

Inga accepts the empty cup with a shy smile. “You look like my mama.”

The image conjured in her mind‒a short-haired woman in a yellow sun dress‒does bear a basic resemblance to me. The main difference is that she’s grinning in Inga’s memories, whereas my face has forgotten what a smile is.

“Is your mama here too, Inga?”

“Mistress says she’s lost.”

Ta’Mela fills in the rest of the picture. We had to raze the entire village to claim Inga. They were cunning in their defence, and we had no interest in spending extra lives on the acquisition.

Inga, seemingly left out of the summary from Ta’Mela, goes on to explain. “Mistress says my mama’s looking for me, and if I’m really good she’ll sense it and come back to me.”

“That’s wonderful.” I want to hug her, but a dreamscaper child won’t appreciate physical contact any more than I would. And if I establish rapport with her, she might sense through me that her mother is a pile of ash in some ruined village somewhere.

“You have a talisman like me.” Inga points at my neck.

A simple nudge here, and Inga would give the latch three twists without even realizing what she’d done. Three turns are all it would take‒I’d be able to manage the rest on my own. I’d be free in seconds. But how, under the watchful eye of an arch-telepath?

Impossible. No use endangering the child.

“That’s exactly what it is. I have to go now. Nice meeting you and thanks again for the water.”

I approach Ta’Mela, heart heavy with sorrow at the missed opportunity. The guild leader tries to cheer me up.

“Don’t be so sad. Had you so much as tried a nudge, I would have had to incapacitate both of you. You saved Inga from possible psychic damage.”

“Mistress, I am your servant.” At least Ta’Mela hasn’t seen fit to punish me for thinking of escaping. It makes me think she wants something from me. Why did I even merit a personal tour?

“I will punish you if it’ll make you feel better. Are you into that kind of thing, Jenna?”

Mmm. Basket of dew worms. See if I ever think anything again in your presence.

Ta’Mela laughs and beckons me to follow. We reach a lift that’s waiting for her in the next hall and take a long ride up.

“I don’t want you to feel fear, here,” says Ta’Mela. “I want you to willingly call my palace home, just like my servant, Mezitus.”

She’s going to read the next question from me anyway, so I save her the bother and ask. “Mistress, why?”

“The Courier Guild has a claim on you, and because you can space charm, they’re ahead of me in the draft order. If I have to break you, they get you automatically. But because you’re over eighteen, I can invoke a special clause if you choose willingly to serve me.”

It sounds plausible. Ta’Mela offers me a glimpse of her otherwise sealed-up public thoughts to confirm. She would rather have me than let me go to the Reapers. I could stay here. She’s offering me a home... a family that won’t love me anymore than my biological one, but at least they won’t hate me. This encourages me to make an offer I know I’ll regret.

“I will serve you willingly if you agree to free Inga.”

Ta’Mela radiates surprise briefly but clamps down on the broadcast.

I step closer, trying to keep her off-balance. “How much better a willing servant than a mind-wiped drone. Take my offer. Release the girl.”

At last, her gaze falters. Her next statement sounds like a measured response. “If I keep one space charmer when I could have had two, many within my own order would see weakness.”

Makes sense. The top of the pyramid is as much a slave to the system as I am.

We debark in a hall of doors, of which the nearest lies open. Ta’Mela stops shy of a hallway window which she studies as if the very stars are watching her from behind the screen of day. Meanwhile, I eye the standard single mattress on the floor and small porcelain toilet. A single, harsh light governs the windowless cavity. A cell, for certain. What can I say? I’m very familiar with the insides of prisons.

“You have three days to consider your options.”

“Why so many?”

“Below us are the best trained killers on the planet. Outside is my personal army, their mechanoids, war dogs, and Lightnings.” Ta’Mela takes in the wall with a sweep of the hand. “Even if you slip past all that, we’re on an island with no boats, deep in shark-infested ocean.”

“I see.”

“There is no escape from here, and your parents would be fools to even acknowledge your existence. You’re mine for the rest of your life. You and I have all the time in the world.”

Ta’Mela shuts the door and locks it by key. They’ve neglected to tie me up and sealed me in a room full of weapons. The only question left is what in the world does someone like Ta’Mela fear?

 




Three days to escape my cell. I should be able to do it in two. But first, I need to cover the basics.

The walls are stone, and the door a windowless steel barrier. By the stark lack of thoughts from outside, I know my cell has a protective layer of lead shielding. All these lovely accoutrements, designed to keep me in, will also prevent my captors from knowing what I’m doing.

By laying on my back and kicking out, I’m able to bust a toilet bowl long cracked with age and abuse. It takes a few more strikes to get the tail end clear of the wall.  From the gap, a spray of pure, delicious water hisses out. I kneel before it and slurp as quickly as I can fill my cupped hands.

“Wondeful‒hurrr‒”

My body throws a revolt, forcing much of the water back up. The briny scent of bile combines with the exposed sewer to produce a smell that would make a corpse recoil. I slide my shorts and underwear off, ball them up, and use them to plug the drain.

Task complete, I rise and straighten the dress. It feels good to get some air downstairs. Six days without being permitted to change was beginning to make me burn with itchiness.

After a more conservative replenishment of water, I set to work, chewing the raised edge of the mattress. It’s a long, difficult process that has me hacking out balls of fluff
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