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      City of Ostako

      

      Jerella Montegro pushed through the dense crowds of the market square. People gathered too close for comfort in the hot, sticky weather. Bodies pressed closer, jostling for position in front of the vendors. Strange dialects peppered the air, as did the sharp scent of spices.

      Somewhere in the glut of humanity, he stalked her.

      His whispered voice in her head had grown terribly quiet when she’d entered the city proper some two days before. The silence unnerved her. More so than having his words and thoughts in her head as she’d crossed the provinces from the Fassin Plaines. At least with when he spoke she knew what he was thinking. Now there was nothing but a block. However, the feel of him remained imprinted on her subconscious until she knew he’d come to this square in the full height of day for some desperate purpose.

      A reason that involved her.

      The sole reason she’d traveled from the Sophite hiding place in the Druma settlement was to discover what he wanted from her.

      She didn’t know what she could do to help the Unarions’ plight, but she planned to try.

      No matter what it took.

      The theocrats had gotten too powerful. Too controlling. Their influence had reached critical mass.

      She inched her way around a produce stand and got her foot stepped on for her trouble. The thin sandals she wore were no match for a heavy foot. She stuck a pointy elbow in the person’s side and moved on.

      The crowds, rabid for their share of choice food and goods, were a direct result of the damned theocrats’ hold on the country.

      Along with their systematic genocide of those with gifts of mindspeech, organic and inorganic manipulation, or communing with the spirit world, they had begun to place rations on staples. Underground vids reported on riots over food and clean water. No one should be forced to live that way.

      Determination speared her on.

      If it weren’t for people like her and the rest of her Sophite sisters and the entire Druma nation, there would be no hope. The Sangrah Provinces would cease to exist as a sovereign country, and her people would live as nothing better than chattel to the theocrats.

      Jerella came around the south end of the stand, heading to the meat and dairy kiosks.

      “Meet me at the statue of Theomacus. I have something to show you.”

      The voice touched her mind like a lover’s caress.

      Jerella stopped. People brushed and bumped by her. So he had decided to lift his silence.

      She watched the faces of those passing by. How was she to know him when she reached the statue? There had never been the barest hint as to his physical appearance in any of their psychic connections. What she knew about him would fit on the head of a pin. Other than the fact he was a Unarion and the sexy slide of his voice through her mind, she knew no other details.

      Her nipples hardened at the thought.

      He’d been there with her during her journey, speaking to her in the night when she sat alone, wondering what she’d gotten herself into. Alone, but not lonely. Not with him around.

      The statue dedicated to Theomacus stood at the direct center of the town proper. Worshippers who had succumbed to the theocrats’ violent sermons genuflected at the idol in holy prayer. Their chants filled the square as a counterpoint to the bustling foot traffic and roar of the transport rovers’ thrusters.

      Jerella’s powers flared with their calls. The charismatic devotion struck a chord low in her abdomen, much like the pull of sexual desire. She pushed the feeling away, hating herself for the natural tug of her body to another’s need.

      She neared the statue, holding her hood as a strong wind threatened to blow it from her head. The last thing she wanted was to be noticed or possibly recognized.

      The theocrats had begun circulating holo-vids of those Sophites who remained at large after the last sweep of what the theocrats called “moral cleansing.”

      She took a place by the worshippers and began to chant. As she said the words, she glanced around, trying to see the faces of the faithful.

      How many of them were like her, only going through the motions for the sole purpose of self-preservation?

      “I’m standing three people from your left. When I bow and leave, follow me.”

      Jerella swallowed and chanced a look to the man in question. He was tall and broad. His large, dark hands were folded before him in the gesture of forgiveness and repentance. He bowed and stepped away.

      Jerella bowed as well and followed a few paces behind him. His long strides covered the ground quickly. If she wasn’t careful, he’d outdistance her, and she’d never catch him. Maybe that was part of the plan—a little game of chase. Besides, he’d only promised to show her something, not to meet her face-to-face.

      Anything she could send back to the others would be appreciated. Personal contact need not occur.

      He stood at the corner where a rover shuttle waited. When she was within a few steps of catching him, he climbed on board and took a seat near the front.

      “Get on the rover, but don’t sit near me. Move to the back.”

      Jerella followed his instructions, finding a seat near the emergency exit. The cowl he wore obstructed any view she had of his face. Perhaps he didn’t wish for her to be able to identify him later.

      A few more passengers climbed on board before the shuttle lifted and trundled through the city. The scrolling marquee above the driver indicated it headed for the Oma Flats—an area outside the city where low-rent housing gave way to slums. It was a harsh environment she’d not yet ventured to for fear the criminal element who called the Flats home was worse than the theocratic guards who patrolled the city proper.

      Now it seemed she hadn’t a choice.

      “No fear, I’ll protect you.”

      He read her emotions as surely as he did her mind. The practice was disquieting to say the least, but at least he assured her he had recognized the peril she faced by venturing into the Flats alone.

      All around her the scents of unwashed bodies assailed her. Between the stench and the sway of the shuttle’s thrusters, nausea rose. Her stomach roiled and throat burned.

      “Not too much longer.”

      She lifted her hand to hold over her nose, filtering the smells with the thick homespun of her follower’s robe.

      Over the roar of the thrusters, a baby cried, an old man coughed, and several people mumbled prayers. Why was this of all the cities so infected with the religious fervor spread by the theocrats? It was far enough away from the Tabernacle that the theocrats should not have had such an influence. Even in Parakhan City the people had retained a sense of independence and resentment for the theocrats. Here it seemed as if the citizens had just given up and refused to fight for their rights.

      Despair clung to the people as surely as their dirty clothes hung from their emaciated frames. Why did the theocrats turn their backs on a city that had buckled under and taken the teachings of Theomacus to heart? Was that any way to treat the faithful?

      Not to Jerella. Not in any religion.

      The shuttle stopped and several people got off. She watched from under the fall of her hood to see if her contact rose, but he remained seated.

      After two more stops he still hadn’t exited the shuttle. The ride was coming to the end of the line. They were far from the city now. Too far for her to walk back to her lodgings.

      The shuttle stopped running at sundown. She hoped whatever her contact had to show her wasn’t too much deeper into the Flats. Judging by the color of the sky there were only about thirty minutes until the sun fell over the horizon.

      By the time they reached the last stop only three people remained on the shuttle. Her contact got off first, next a little old lady carrying a basket. Jerella followed at a sedate pace.

      Her contact waited by a busted-out street lamp.

      “Turn right at the first intersection and walk two blocks to the boardinghouse with the vacancy sign. When you reach that, go past it to the alley. I’ll be right behind you.”

      Fear did a serpentine along her spine. Shadows lengthened as the sun dipped low enough to be obscured by the buildings. The streets had a film of water, though there hadn’t been rain in the region for days. A strong scent of urine and decay assaulted her from all directions.

      With senses on overload, Jerella hurried to the alley he’d indicated.

      His heavy footsteps sounded on the pavement, then disappeared as if he’d turned into one of the many buildings.

      She glanced out of her hiding place. No one walked the streets. Most people had gone into their homes ahead of the curfew bell.

      She opened her powers wide to search, but nothing of him registered. Had he the ability to block his organic signature as he had his mind voice? No. Impossible.

      Heavy hands capped her shoulders, and she jumped.

      “Shh. Don’t scream. It’s only me.”

      Hearing his physical voice sent a shiver down to her sex. A delicious thrill hardened her nipples. He sounded so different outside her head. The resonance was deep and rich.

      Jerella turned and tried to see him in the dim light coming in from the street. He was tall and broad as she’d observed before, but he was so much more. His skin was a dark bronze, his head shaved close to the scalp.

      A tattoo of twisting, thorn-laced vines was visible above both ears. She was sure it must run all the way around his head but knew not what it signified.

      High, wide cheekbones were smooth, suggesting he wasn’t as old as his soul felt on the astral.

      She knew she stared but couldn’t seem to stop. For months she’d wondered what he looked like, wanting desperately to see him in the flesh.

      He lifted his hands and drew her hood away from her face. “I’ve dreamed of you.” His voice was filled with awe.

      She couldn’t catch her breath. The feel of his warm hands on her fevered skin sent a jolt of desire pulsing through her. “Is this what you wanted to show me?”

      He lowered his face to her hair and took a deep breath. “No, but I couldn’t help myself. It’s been torture waiting for you to find me.”

      “You stopped talking to me.” She opened her mouth wider as he caressed her bottom lip.

      “I had no choice.” He moved closer, placing his lips by her ear. Warm breath fanned her face. “Come, we need to hurry. I’ll explain everything after I show you what the theocrats are building.”

      The words were enough to pull her from the sexual fog he created.

      He took her hand and pulled her to the end of the alley to a recessed door. They walked into a lobby of sorts. People sat in a room heavy with smoke and the choking mire of despair.

      He paid them no mind as he showed her down a hallway to a lift. When the doors closed, he pushed the button marked Roof.

      The car rattled and hesitated. Jerella gripped the safety rail with one hand and her contact with the other. He didn’t speak or otherwise acknowledge her but for the touch of his hand.

      The lift jarred to a stop, nearly knocking Jerella to her knees. The doors opened to show the vast cityscape of the Oma Flats. Out in the distance the lights of Ostako sparkled like grounded stars. From this distance, with darkness approaching, it was hard to see the dirt and graffiti that marred the once pristine city.

      “Look over there.” He pointed to the west. Floodlights illuminated an area of what appeared to be a construction zone out past the urban sprawl.

      “What is it?”

      “We haven’t determined that yet. So far it’s only metal scaffolding, but we’ve picked up thought patterns from the workers that suggest it’s every bit as frightening as the monoliths were.” He stroked a hand down her hair. “Thank you for your part in bringing those down. You can’t imagine what a relief it was to have full use of our mindspeech again.”

      Jerella swallowed. “I didn’t do much.”

      “You made it possible. I know.” He moved in close again. This time he stood behind her, bringing her back to his chest. The press of his erection slid between the cheeks of her bottom.

      Her eyes closed. “I don’t even know your name, and yet I know the feel of you so intimately.”

      He wrapped his arms around her. “Veric.”

      “Jerella.”

      He placed a tender kiss on her hair. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

      “I had to come. You sounded so desperate.”

      He let her go and turned her to face him. “I am. We are. The Unarions need your help.”

      Bewildered, she had no choice but to be honest with him. She’d not lie to him or give false hope. “I don’t know what I can do for you that your own powers can’t accomplish.”

      He squeezed her hands. “You can bring this city back to glory. There is nothing here but the hulking shells of people who have given up on life. You can give them a reason to fight.”

      She put an incredulous hand to her chest. “Me? I’m no symbol for freedom. I’m an exiled Sophite adja with a price on my head. What do I know about liberating an entire city?”

      “How did you know how to bring down the monoliths?”

      “I worked as part of a team, and even then I only made suggestions based on what I felt. By some miracle of Sopha the strategy worked.” She enfolded his hand in both of hers. “Please don’t assume I did it alone. Without the Druma warriors and their technology we wouldn’t have gotten as far as we did in analyzing the monoliths.”

      “You have powers you aren’t even aware of yet. I can feel them coursing through you. It’s that part of you—the untapped well—that we need.”

      Jerella recoiled a bit. “You want to use me as a weapon?”

      “Against the theocrats? You better believe it.” He turned from her and walked to the edge of the building, pointing to the construction site. “Do you need more convincing? If so, come with me to see the work up close.”

      “But the curfew bell is about to ring.” She hated the way her voice went up an octave. Shook in fear.

      He raised a brow. “There are ways of getting around that minor detail.”

      If he meant the fact the curfew laws didn’t apply away from the cities, she doubted it did to this particular situation. The Oma Flats had grown like blanket vines from what had once been the clear demarcation of city and suburb. Now there was no difference between Ostako and the Flats except the size of the buildings—a fact the guards would use to exploit in order to enforce the curfew.

      “I don’t see how,” she said. “I can already feel their presence as they start early patrols.”

      Veric held out his hand. “Hold tight and don’t let go. Even if you feel you’re going to fall.”

      “Fall?” Her heart dived. Heights weren’t her friend. The only reason she hadn’t freaked out being on the roof was because she stood in the direct center and hadn’t moved.

      “It’s not as bad as it sounds.”

      “Sure it is. You’re going to take me somewhere that falling might be an option. I don’t like it.” Despite her fear, she held tightly to his hand.

      “Not if you keep holding me like you are now.”

      He guided her to the edge of the building. She tried to pull back. The flat soles of her sandals had no traction on the smooth roof.

      Veric turned to her, pulling her against him. He crushed his mouth to hers, stealing her breath and sending her heart into an erratic beat. He backed up, moving them closer to the edge. Then nothing. He kept the kiss going, pushing his tongue inside her mouth. Sensation exploded in her head and heart.

      This man was dangerous in more ways than one.

      Her hand remained enfolded in his. It shook. She couldn’t help it. All her Sophatic alleles began to fire. Heat radiated from the inside out on the molecular level. If they weren’t careful, she’d light the rooftop like a beacon.

      She pulled her mouth away from his. Slowly. Reluctantly. “We need to stop.”

      His breath came harsh. “I know. But look.” He pointed behind her.

      Jerella gasped. They now stood on the next building over. Oh, dearest Sopha, he wasn’t just a Unarion, but an air walker.
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      Veric held his breath as he waited for Jerella to faint, rail, or otherwise lose it on him. The bright glow from her Sophatic DNA receded. By the gods, she was beautiful. But he already knew that, and not in a physical sense. He knew from spending so much time hidden in her thoughts, plundering her memories to see if she was the one to lead the city out of despair.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” The words were whispered, taken away by a rush of wind. He felt them in his heart more than he heard them.

      “Would it have changed your mind about getting involved?”

      She shook her head. “No. Not at all. But it would have alleviated my fear of crossing the buildings.”

      He let a shaky sigh escape him. Most people feared all walkers. The air walkers weren’t as scary as the land walkers. They had the ability to fold distance.

      Veric merely had the power to traverse small updrafts to aid travel. It wasn’t a great skill, but it was one nonetheless. One that the theocrats had outlawed along with the worship of gods they deemed unworthy. He’d become an outlaw for more reasons than just his Unarion blood.

      He took her over the rooftops, one by one. Her delicate hand was clenched in his so tightly her fingers were blanched white at the knuckles.

      “I won’t let you fall.”

      He didn’t hear the words she spoke but felt her emotion. Trust.

      They made it to the last roof before the buildings leveled off to single-story dwellings. It allowed them an unobstructed view of the construction site. They lay down on their bellies and looked over the rim of the rooftop.

      Workers brought in heavy equipment carrying scaffolding. A helo-plane hovered nearby. The crew dropped a winch from the cargo area that ground workers attached to one end of the pole and lifted so it hung vertically. They attached the lower end to the pieces already assembled.

      “What do you suppose they’re making?” Her words were a sweet caress in his mind.

      “I doubt we’ll know until it’s fully assembled.”

      That seemed to appease her for a while, save for the dark thoughts he felt lingering in her mind. She didn’t trust anything the theocrats built, and by the powers above, he didn’t blame her. Nothing those evil bastards constructed—from legislation to buildings—was meant to help the common good. They were destroyers in every sense of the word.

      They watched for a few moments longer. More pieces were brought in and connected to the existing structure. By the time they were finished the assembled pieces looked like a huge metal wheat stack, bound together in the middle by a series of interlacing cables.

      “It might be a radio receiver for off-planet communications,” Jerella proposed.

      Veric had other ideas of what it might be. None as innocent as off-world signals. No government who shut itself off from the whole of galactic travel and commerce would build a tower to communicate with those worlds it had so readily rebuffed.

      However, he’d not yet share his opinion with her. They needed to return to the boardinghouse before the patrols made their way to the rooftops.

      It didn’t happen often, but it was known to occur when there was something going on in the Flats worth seeing. The building of a strange tower qualified. “Come, Jerella. We need to return to safety.”

      She rose and slid her hand in his without him asking. Heat spiraled from where they touched. She glanced up, her electric-blue eyes huge and trusting. Worry pulled her mouth down at the corners.

      “I’ll never make it back to the city at this hour. The shuttles have already stopped for the night.”

      “No fear, my love. You’ll bed down with me.”

      She stepped closer, running her hand up his chest. “I’d like that, Veric.”

      Desire exploded at the breathy sound of her voice. He pulled her close and plundered her mouth, attacking, then retreating only to dive in again for more. She tasted of the sweetest ambrosia.

      This was his woman. The one he’d called to, waited for. The one he’d spent a lifetime loving in the secret chambers of his heart and mind. As a youth, when his body began to change and grow, when adult thoughts replaced those of a child, he’d dream about Jerella only to wake in a gown wet from his seed. There had been other lovers—ones he’d thought were forever, but they’d betrayed him. Not her. He knew that on a cellular level.

      Unbelievably she was here now, touching him as a lover, and he had no intentions of going another night without knowing her in every sense of the word.

      She tore her mouth away. Her eyes were hot pools of passion. “Please, take me to your home.”

      The phosphorescent alleles in her body had already begun to react to her arousal. The glow wasn’t strong, but enough to be seen by passing guards looking up to the rooftops. Plus there were people who enjoyed peering out of the apartments across the street to spy on their neighbors, then report to the authorities. Veric took her hand and crossed them over the rooftops, back the way they’d come. This time when he entered the boardinghouse he stopped the elevator at the second floor.

      “My room is down this hallway to the right.”

      He led Jerella to the apartment and touched a key chit to the panel before pressing his thumb to the identity verification unit on the wall beside the door.

      The door slid open on a pneumatic hiss. Immediately the calming scent of teege balm and willow bark comforted his body and eased his mind.

      He closed the door behind him. “My home is your home, Jerella. Make yourself comfortable.”

      She wandered around the small apartment, looking at his wall decorations and touching a display of handblown glass bottles. When she reached a tapestry hanging on the wall, she stopped.

      The design was intricate lacings of the Unarion teachings written in the ancient language. The characters were so small that it took a trained eye to realize that the pattern was not a mere textural construct but actual words.

      “This is beautiful.” She reached a delicate hand up to touch the fabric. “Where did you get it?”

      “My grandmother was a weaver. She did all her tapestries in the old ways. According to ancient ritual as prescribed in the Declarion.”

      “It’s amazing.” Awe and respect lowered her voice on a breathy sigh. He’d always known that of all the lovers he’d had in his life, she would be the one to understand how important traditions were to the Unarions.

      Much more so than he ever had.

      She turned to him. “Isn’t it dangerous for you to have it in your home?”

      “Only if the authorities ever see it. The chance of me actually inviting one here is very slim.” He gave her a smile to take the edge off the bitterness he heard in his voice.

      “You live very dangerously, Veric.”

      The charge made him laugh. “And you don’t? A Sophite adja? You’re the first on the theocrats’ death list. Yet you traveled across the country to come here.”

      “I really wasn’t given the choice. Your voice in my head was too persuasive to ignore.” She wrapped her arms around her waist. “Sometimes at the most inopportune times.”

      Heat ran him through. He knew what she meant. It had driven him over the edge more than once.

      Like now. Having her in his space, touching his most prized treasures, made him long to consummate the mental seduction they’d started so many months before.

      Yet now, with her exactly where he wanted her, he had no more idea how to proceed than an untried youth. He didn’t want to put any undue pressure on her to satisfy his own desires.

      Jerella turned away and walked to the sitting area. Low, overstuffed cushions were arranged around an area rug. A short-legged table sat against the far wall. She tested one of the larger cushions before sitting down. “Comfortable.”

      “Traditional.” He filled two glasses with some Unnuk wine and carried them into the sitting area.

      He handed her a glass and took the seat next to hers. “I thought we might both benefit from a soothing drink.”

      Jerella took a sip and smacked her lips. “It’s surprisingly thick and sweet.”

      If she said more than that, he didn’t hear for the buzzing in his ears. If he didn’t touch her soon, he was going to lose his mind.

      He set his wineglass down beside him and reached for Jerella. Without words spoken or the brush of their minds, they came together. Lips, tongues, and hands dueled for supremacy of the embrace. They were as one in their explorations.

      The soft nap of her cotton gown held no secrets as it molded to her body. Small breasts with diamond-hard nipples enticed him into tasting.

      Very gently he parted her robe and skimmed it off her soft shoulders. The glow of her pale skin drew him like moth to flame. How could any man look at a Sophite priestess and not want to fall at her feet in supplication? This one had captured him heart and soul.

      Veric studied her breasts. They were perfect in every aspect. Small yet full. Beautiful. He ran a thumb over her nipple and watched in fascination as it tightened even more. Jerella stared at him with hot eyes. The look begged more from him.

      He managed to unfasten the rest of the ties, exposing her all the way to her navel. The garment opened wider when she moved. A small triangle of white peeked out where the fabric came to a V. Unable to resist the siren’s call, he slipped his hand inside and cupped her sex through the silk of her underwear.

      She opened her thighs, giving him better access. The scent of aroused woman filled his nose. The crotch of her undergarment was wet.

      “Take this off,” he demanded.

      Jerella lifted her hips to allow him to help her out of both panties and robe. She lay before him naked and gorgeous. The first thing he noticed was that she had rid herself of all her pubic hair.

      He wasted no more time.

      Veric put a hand on each of her knees and spread her legs wide. Delicious, pink feminine folds glistened with moisture. He lowered his head and drank from her.

      A moan tore from her throat. Her hand touched the back of his head as he licked at her. The hard jut of her clit stuck up as if demanding his immediate attention. He flicked it fast with the tip of his tongue.

      “Veric.”

      His name sounded sweet on her lips.

      He knew from being in her mind when she’d been serviced by her sentries that she soared under double penetration. She was so wet and ready he had no problem slipping his hand into her tight passage while he pushed his thumb into the bud of her anus.

      Her hips rocked to meet his hand with every thrust. Her breathing became harsh as the moans grew frantic.

      The edge of the soft cushion brushed against his hard cock, creating a sweet friction that made him want to come.

      Jerella placed both hands on his shoulders. “Please, Veric. I need to feel you inside me.”

      He kissed her one last time before slowly moving up her body. He broke away long enough to pull his robe over his head and throw it into the corner.

      Jerella’s gaze traveled down his body to the thick cock nestled in his springy, dark curls.

      With her name a breathless whisper on his lips, he pushed into her all the way to the root.

      Her eyes widened in surprise.

      By the Makers, he’d never felt anything so incredibly tight in his life. For a woman who made sexual pleasure her life’s work, being inside her felt as if he’d taken a virgin to his bed.

      Bed. Who was he kidding? He’d succumbed to her charms before they’d even made it to the bed.

      She cradled him in the warmth of her thighs. Their gazes met and held as he began to move.

      “Open to me, Veric.”

      The soft touch of her mind to his sent him into a spiral of unbelievable ecstasy. Resistance was not possible. Not when the promise of a complete sexual communion with his woman was within his grasp.

      In all his life, he’d never beheld a more intricate and complex mind as that of Jerella. Her body glowed like molten pearl. Her sheath was slick and hot. Each thrust of his hips was a benediction, a prayer. He worshipped her in the most primal way. When he thought the act had gone to its rawest, he realized his mistake. Jerella squeezed his cock with her sex in such a fashion he thought the top of his brain might explode.

      A gentle laugh floated through his mind. He looked down into her radiant face to the brilliant smile.

      “You’ve never serviced a Sophite.”

      While he didn’t particularly care for the word “service” when it came to sexual relations, Veric knew it was a term used rampantly in the Sophite order. Not to mention that even in her mind voice the statement took on an accusatory tone.

      Veric thrust harder, deeper. A punishment and possession. If she thought he was one of her eager sentries meant to give her an orgasm upon her beck and call, she was mistaken. He might be of a race outcast and condemned by the theocrats, but he was still a man.

      He took her arms and stretched them up over her head, elongating her torso and lifting her breasts. He lowered his head and bit her left nipple.

      She squealed and tried to loosen her hands from his grasp. He held tighter, then began a slow swirl of his tongue around the tender spot. Jerella shuddered beneath him.

      “Again.”

      Veric smiled against her silken flesh. The pretty pink nipple had turned a bright rose red from his attentions. He bared his teeth and bit down a second time, then instead of a gentle caress he flicked it hard and fast over the rigid peak.

      All the while he kept a steady rhythm with his hips. Her walls tightened again. He felt the first tingles of his orgasm build. She would probably call a curse on his head if he came before making sure she had reached her own fulfillment.

      It was almost worth it.

      He might want her more than the air he breathed, but he’d not be dominated by her or her rank. The only way to be with a woman like Jerella—one used to controlling people at her whims—was to show supremacy.

      Whimpers purled from her throat. Veric lowered his head and bit her other nipple. A shudder moved through her body. Was it any surprise that she’d enjoy rough love play if given the opportunity to indulge? All this time her frustration stemmed from holding her men in check. If she had only known that to release her inner self she had but to allow the men to take her as they saw fit, she’d have been freed from her torment. At least that was how it looked to Veric.

      “Harder.” The plea fell from her pouty pink lips.

      He leaned close enough to lick the sound away as he began to piston his hips in punishing strokes.

      His balls tightened. “Come, Jerella. Come for me.”

      The phosphorescent alleles in her body lit the room. He should have pulled the drapes. The unnatural hue was not like any light seen in this sector of the Oma Flats. By the Makers, he would not stop until he felt the sweet pulse of her orgasm contracting around him. Not even then. Not until he spilled his hot seed inside her.

      Veric closed his eyes and rested his forehead against Jerella’s. Their breath mingled in the air between them. Hot and sweet. The contrast of their skin tones made for an erotic picture that continued to burn onto his optic nerve even behind his shuttered lids.

      Jerella arched her back and screamed. As the tremors of her orgasm swept through her, Veric watched, helpless in defeat, as she shut her mind off from his. He wasn’t surprised that she had yet to open completely to him.

      He tried not to feel offended that she kept him from that most intimate moment. There would be other times to press the issue. Wait until she felt more comfortable and secure in their relationship. Then he’d insist on the connection.

      The silky pressure of her release continued to milk his cock until he answered her with his own shout. He lay there even after his last tremor passed just for a chance to remain inside the bliss of her body.

      Jerella wiggled her hips. “You can get off me now.”

      Veric gripped her hands and lifted her arms up over her head, once again for his viewing pleasure. “No.”

      Her expression grew mutinous. “Yes.”

      Her wrists were so delicate, he manacled both of them in one of his large hands, then moved his free one down the side of her body. He made no move to leave the heat of her. Instead he rolled his hips forward, the action stirring him back to full erectness.

      The sweet rosy bud of her nipple called him like a beacon. First he plucked it hard, then rolled it between his fingers.

      Jerella tried to move away from his touch. “Stop. I’m finished with you.”

      Veric gave her a grave smile. “But I’m not finished with you.”

      Her blue eyes widened. “How dare you.”

      “Oh, I dare, all right.” He continued the slow slide of his hand down her side, then moved it between her legs. The pebble of her clit was exposed. Veric twirled his finger around the sexy protrusion.

      “Please, Veric. Stop.”

      “Why?” He raised a brow. “Because you want to be in charge all the time? I’ll tell you only once, that isn’t going to work with me.”

      “You need to learn respect for my station.”

      Veric threw his head back and laughed. Jerella squirmed to get away, and he let go of her hands.

      No longer in the mood to prove his point, he rolled away from her, his laughter still ringing through the small apartment.

      “I don’t know what’s so funny.” He heard her move around on the cushion behind him. “I meant what I said.”

      “And it means less than nothing out here on the Flats.” Veric looked at her over his shoulder. “One sure way to get turned in to the authorities is to fall back on your position within the order.”

      “I haven’t until now.”

      “But it’s a behavior that comes second nature to you.” Veric reached out and skimmed his fingers down her shoulder. “I’m not trying to hurt you, Jerella. On the contrary, I’m trying to save your life.”

      She gathered her robe off the floor and stepped into it. “You know I made it all the way here from the Druma settlement without incident. I am capable of taking care of myself.”

      “Never believe I doubt your abilities in that quarter. But remember, you were also alone part of that time with only my voice in your head to guide you. Now you are here and surrounded by people who will either honor you or see you dead. And once they know there’s a price on your head, you become nothing more than a commodity to them.”

      She stood backlit by the flashing marquee of the building across the street like a haunted goddess. “And what am I to you?”

      “Hope.”
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      General Keis stood with hands low on his hips, watching the construction of the latest tower. The Council assigned him to the region to report on the progress. They had yet to tell him the function of this particular structure. Whatever it was, it looked every bit as sinister as the monoliths.

      A wind blew from the east, bringing with it a hint of much-needed rain and the gentle sweet scent of her. Desire kicked him low in the gut. She was close. If he traced her essence lilting on the breeze, he’d be able to find her.

      His heart knocked against his sternum.

      “Sir.” One of the laborers broke into Keis’ private thoughts. “We’ve had word that the final quarter panels and the capstone rods were lost in a helo-plane crash over the Derian Plateau.”

      More delays, not exactly what he wanted to tell the Council when he faced them. They’d use his balls for paperweights if this project wasn’t brought online by deadline.

      “Details.”

      The laborer, a young man of no more than twenty, shook his head. “I heard none. The dispatch came from the guard post on the outskirts of Ostako.”

      Keis gave a curt nod and made his way to the communication shed. The guards in charge of monitoring transmissions coming to and from the work camp sat at various consoles. He motioned to the duty supervisor, a man by the name of Bariss.

      “The report of the helo-plane crash.”

      Bariss handed him a tear sheet written in code. “It burned to cinders on impact. Fuel ignited.”

      “I’m more interested in why it crashed.” It hadn’t been too long since they’d lost the monoliths to the Druma and Sophites. Any accident that destroyed equipment most surely smelled of sabotage.

      “It’s under investigation, but preliminary reports indicate that the engine choked and it lost altitude. The pilot wasn’t able to get it restarted.”

      But why did it choke? That was the question. Keis knew the rigorous preflight checks the helo-planes went through before each mission. He’d done them himself during his pilot training course. Helo-planes didn’t fall out of the sky like dead birds. Not without a little help from someone with an ax to grind or agenda to press.

      “Send a request to have all reports channeled through me before they go on to the Council.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      What he really wanted was to go to the crash site and inspect the wreckage himself. It wasn’t like there would be much work going on until the replacement parts arrived.

      “Do we have an ETA on the parts to complete the tower?”

      “No, sir. The Tabernacle claims they have to construct more. There were only so many manufactured on the initial lot.”

      The Theocratic Council was so absolute in their control of the country they had moved all manufacturing as pertained to one of their projects to the factories inside the Tabernacle complex.

      No one outside the hallowed walls of the capital was privy to the agenda set forth by the Council. They gave the orders, and the guards were to follow them without question. The system had been in place since the theocrats took over governing the country from the Genoquois.

      Keis placed his hands on his hips and surveyed the barren landscape on the western edge of the horizon. Sometimes he wondered if there would even be a country left. As it was they’d been months without rain. He only hoped the promise of it he smelled on the wind came to fruition.

      The heavens had declared their lot, and it wasn’t cast with the theocrats, regardless of what the majority of the ranks believed. Yet, he had to keep his suspicions to himself. It was too dangerous, even at the rank of general, to let anyone know his feelings. So he waited and watched, gathering information until the time came to declare himself.

      Keis wasted no more time in the communication shed and wandered out into the night. A small hopper was stationed at the work camp for short trips to and from the closest guard base in Komen.

      He walked to the landing pad, telling none of his men where he was headed. Those who had been in service to him long enough knew he often took off without notice. It was all part and privilege of his rank. He owed them no explanations. They deserved none.

      Komen sat on the very edges of a former farming community. Most of the agriculture had been moved indoors to hydroponic beds inside vast greenhouses located close to the Tabernacle. The workers had to use an identification disk to gain entrance. The system was to ensure no produce made its way out without authorization. Farmers also had to submit to daily scans that determined if they were exiting the building with precious seeds. Yet another level of shameful control.

      Unsanctioned farms grew all across the Sangrah Provinces. For his part, General Keis tended to look the other way. Let the street guards enforce those laws. No government ever lasted long that starved its people. Sooner or later rebellion came with social uprisings and exploding monoliths.

      Flying over the region at night had an eerie quality Keis didn’t recall from his time as a pilot. Back then signs of life dotted the lands. Small campfires and lights from the cities sparkled from the ground. Now it seemed as if one immense stretch of darkness blanketed the land. Searchlights were the only visible means of illuminating the area.

      Streetlights had been refit with motion sensors that detected only human DNA and made sneaking about after curfew more difficult.

      Often the city guards unleashed volertans, a nasty species of canine with superior tracking abilities and impressive jaws, into the night to find those individuals who had learned how to move without setting off the sensors. One run-in with a volertan was all it took. The guilty made nice, cheap meals for the predators.

      General Keis landed the hopper inside the complex. Guards surrounded the airship with guns drawn, until he unbuckled his harness and stepped out. To a man they snapped to attention.

      The guard captain came forward. “General, we had no notice you’d be arriving tonight.”

      He gave the captain a quelling look. “I want the exact coordinates for the wreckage.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Then I want a helo-plane to get me there tonight.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Keis followed the captain into the command center. A Provincial map took up one side of the building. Lights blinked at various locations. A concentration of yellow indicators made a strobe over the cities of Tumera and Rhanduhan. High levels of psychic activity had been picked up in those areas before the monoliths came down. Illegal Unarion communes had spread across the country like a psychic network.

      The yellow lights indicated surveillance equipment put in place to monitor any overt activities. Without the monoliths up and running there was no way to track the thought patterns of the psychics. Not that the mindspeech had been easy for the theocrat linguists to decipher.

      “I’ll arrange for a pilot to take you there.” The guard captain typed a few commands into a console. “I’ve loaded the coordinates into a transport on pad B.”

      “No need to wake a pilot at this hour. I’ll fly myself.”

      The guard captain hesitated for a moment. “Of course, sir.”

      Less than ten minutes later and Keis was airborne, flying over the western mountain pass to the Derian Plateau. The exact location of the crash flashed on the nav screen. He punched the Confirm command, and the helo-plane picked up speed and altitude.

      The guidance systems on the helo-planes were such that the pilot need not do much more than push buttons and guide the craft if the onboard computers failed. So he asked himself again, why did the helo-plane come down if it hadn’t been sabotaged?

      Fuel ignition wasn’t generally a problem once liftoff occurred. The most volatile time was initiation of the prime engines.

      It took an hour and a half flight time to reach the wreckage. A smoldering cloud continued to rise into the night sky. Ground crews were there investigating the crash. From the call sign on the side of their vehicle, they had been sent directly from the Tabernacle.

      This was not going to be good. He’d hoped they were already gone, and he could scout the area alone. No such luck.

      He removed his harness and stepped from the helo-plane. The investigators continued to work without a glance in his direction.

      A tent sat off to the side of the transport vehicle. Figures moving back and forth inside appeared as dark shadows against the white fabric. General Keis squatted behind his helo-plane and felt the soil. He lifted it to his nose to take in the scent but found nothing to indicate fallout from the explosion. He’d need to touch a piece of the burned airship in order to determine the cause. And judging from the activity at the site, it might not be that easy.

      He made his way to the command tent. Voices spilled out into the night, rising in speculation over the crash.

      “There has been no Druma activity inside the Provinces for over a month. This reeks of Unarion scum.”

      “Never can trust someone who has the ability to speak directly into your head. No telling what thoughts they might put there.”

      General Keis made a fist at his side and pulled the tent flap back.

      “General in house!” At the announcement all the men turned as one and faced the commander and gave the official salute of arm across chest. He returned the greeting and studied the pieces pulled from the wreckage spread across the table.

      “Have you determined if it is indeed sabotage, or was that all wild speculation I heard?” Keis picked up what looked like the burned remains of the fuel injector unit. Nothing more than a slight tingling sensation moved across his senses. Fire often obliterated all traces of psychic and physical residue. He’d get no information from the wreckage.

      No one answered.

      He tried another tactic. “Did the crew eject?”

      “We’ve found no remains.” A commander by the name of Flak pointed toward the crash site. “There was no distress call either. Whatever took the helo-plane down did it without warning.”

      If no word had come from the crew at this late hour, they were most certainly dead. Each flight suit was outfitted with an automatic distress beacon. Even if the wearer was incapacitated, the call for rescue still went to the nearest guard post. If no call came, then the auto initiation circuit had been fried before it had a chance to engage.

      A most disturbing turn of events.

      “Are the salvage crews scanning for biologicals?” General Keis picked up another part. This one looked like a piece of the forward engine. Hard to tell with the metal so mangled and charred.

      “Yes, but so far they’ve not indicated finding any.”

      Keis glanced up from the part he held in his hand. “Did the Tabernacle perhaps send an unmanned mission to deliver parts in anticipation of an attack?”

      Commander Flak shook his head. “No. All flights with the tower parts are manned. There’s been no change in policy.”

      The explosion and fire that ensued were hot enough to incinerate a body. The sensors to find biological substances at such sites were sensitive enough to distinguish material even after a crash of that magnitude currently in the field. It was suspect that the crews found nothing.

      The piece in his hand gave him nothing either. No trace of bomb components or unexpected substances. What he wanted to touch was the flight deck—needed to be in close proximity to the cockpit and controls. That might tell a different tale.

      He placed the twisted part on the table and stalked back out into the night. Acrid smoke wafted over from the burning wreckage, making his eyes tear, nose tingle. Work lights illuminated the area to daytime brightness. From this angle he couldn’t tell which end had once been the tail and which had been the cockpit.

      Keis studied the scene for a moment. In his mind he watched the blackened metal shift and change, knitting itself back together as it had been preflight. The scenario had no power to tell if there was indeed a live crew on board, but it did help to determine where the cockpit should be.

      He moved closer to the smoldering mass. One of the technicians swung a long wand back and forth over the area, watching a screen for confirmation of human remains. Keis called the man over.

      He straightened and saluted, only then realizing a full general was inching his way around the site.

      “I think if you concentrate on this area, you might meet with greater success.”

      The tech gave a swift nod, then picked his way over to where General Keis stood. It only took one sweep over the area to raise Keis’ suspicions. Even the spot where the control toggle was located brought up nothing of an organic nature. Now, if the crew had been seated when the explosion occurred, then the toggle and control panel would be covered in human matter. Even burned tissue would have left a distinctive carbon signature.

      A bad feeling coiled in the depths of his gut. This was no accident and no obvious form of sabotage.

      More information needed to be gathered before he formed a hypothesis or looked for suspects. Witch hunts in the guard were never a pretty sight. Things tended to get nasty, and the common soldiers generally excelled in turning in people they simply didn’t like. Such a system served no one. Not even those working silently to improve life in the Provinces.

      “I want this area swept down to the minutia. Set the sensors to deepest penetration.”

      The tech looked up through safety glasses and blinked. “Excuse me, sir, but won’t that degrade the samples if the sound waves pass through them?”

      “Only if we wished to analyze them in whole. On a molecular level they’ll remain intact.”

      The tech blinked again as if the thought never occurred to him. General Keis wasn’t about to explain it. The blind faith of the younger generation sat uneasily on Keis’ shoulders. They never questioned. Never wondered. Took everything at face value because that was how they had been trained. Trust in Theomacus and the Council, and all would be well.

      How many times had he heard that phrase while coming up the ranks to his current position? The mantra was drilled into soldiers from the moment they held up their hands and gave their oaths of service.

      He turned from the wreckage and returned to the helo-plane. He’d learn no more about the situation tonight and not from investigating the site. How was that possible if the crew was really on board?

      It wouldn’t do. Something more was going on here. More than the ranks knew or the Council would admit to. All traces of the crew were gone.

      Once on board he pulled up the computer grid and typed in the flight number for the downed helo-plane. The manifest failed to open. Instead a verification of clearance came on the screen. So the Council had chosen to treat it as a classified operation. That looked even more suspicious than listing bogus cargo.

      He entered his credentials in the space allotted and was not surprised to find his access code denied.

      “Well, well. You certainly want to invoke a mystery, don’t you, my friends?”
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      After returning the helo-plane to the guard post, General Keis traveled to a small town on the eastern side of Ostako called Rimfel. It was a place where known criminals liked to hide like rats in a wall. All manner of what the theocrats would consider subversive and blasphemous works came out of the artists and poets who called the town home.

      It was also the best place to hear the latest gossip, if one knew where to listen. He parked his speed-cycle on the edge of town and popped the ignition filaments out of the engine. It was one way to ensure the transportation remained there when he left. Next he changed from his uniform shirt into a plain homespun. The uniform pants and boots he kept. Both those items were easily bought in the used-clothing shops and would not raise suspicion. Nor did this burg have a curfew as did the larger city of Ostako and the incorporated area of the Oma Flats.

      The Council believed that to suppress the ideas and immoral cravings of this particular town was akin to pouring kerosene on a conflagration. Not that the Council let them have their way. Guards outfitted in civilian clothes lived and worked inside the city limits, keeping a close watch on activities. If word reached them that someone had spoken out a little too passionately or attempted to rouse the masses to rebellion, that person was never seen or heard from again.

      The figures in the shadows

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/images/katslogocopy_2.jpg
MYSTIC RAT PRESS

MYSTICRAT.COM





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/goddessheader.jpg





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/sangrah-resizetake2.jpg
3 S
|
Sangrah S
B Provinces |8





OEBPS/images/sacredsacrifices-300dpi-3125x41671.jpg





