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 Prologue






Zirda Thanah
smiled as she bent over to roll more paint onto the roller. She had
come to help her parents redecorate her old bedroom for the new
baby. It was exciting to think that, at long last, she would have a
little brother.

Even though
she’d pulled a face when her mother told her she was pregnant, the
feeling hadn’t lasted very long. They had tried for a long time to
have another baby, and she was thrilled for them. They had so much
love to give that she couldn’t help but be happy for them.

As she finished
painting the last corner in the soft green colour her mother had
chosen, she heard her parents laughing in the kitchen. A wistful
expression crossed her face. To be in love after being together for
more than forty sun rotations was something she wished for herself
as well.

She reached out
to them, and sensed them kissing. Not wanting to intrude too much
on their privacy—they were her parents, after all—she smiled and
closed the paint tin. Wiping her hands on the cloth stuck in the
belt of her pants, she got to her feet as she heard her mother call
her name.

“Yes?”

“The store called. We are going to get the curtains and linens
we ordered, honey. Shouldn’t be too long.”

Zirda smiled at
the huskiness she heard in Lera’s voice. Her dad still made her
mother blush when he kissed her like that. “Good,” she called back.
“The room is ready to be decorated.”

She heard the
front door close as she walked to the closest bathroom to wash her
hands.

She smiled as
she caught her reflection in the small mirror above the basin.
Flicking her reddish blond ponytail out of the way, she dried her
hands.

The air was
suddenly ripped apart by a huge explosion. It was close. Very
close. Instinctively, she reached out to her parents. Silence
filled her mind. There was nothing.

Flying out the
door and down the stairs, she ran for the front door. As she
reached out to open the door, another voice spoke in her head.

No! Stop! Do
not go outside! Please.

Sobs wracked
her body and she slowed down. The voice had surprised her into
immediate obedience.

She answered the strange voice. My
parents. Her mind voice
whispered.

Clarity was
impossible given the pain and confusion in her mind. She was too
shocked to balk against the invasion of her mind.

The voice became softer, more
reassuring. I know. I felt it, too.
But please do not go outside. Remember your parents as they
were—their
happiness and love.

Zirda, still
crying, sank to the floor and rested her head and arms on her
drawn-up knees.

Shh. The voice came
again. I won’t leave you.

Then the
strangest thing happened. She felt like someone was holding her,
their arms around her shoulders, comforting her.

She looked up.
The room was a hazy mist through the tears still streaming down her
cheeks. There was no one with her. Closing her eyes, she rested her
head against the wall but didn’t try to stop the tears. That amount
of control was beyond her right now.

It’s alright, he said
again. Tears honour your parents’
love for you and yours for them.

She felt the
momentary tightening of his arms around her.

She did not
know how long she sat there, but soon enough she heard the security
service sirens.

Zirda?

Yes?

The security
service will want to talk to you. Will you be alright if they
do?

The soft voice
in her head, the care she heard in his voice, gave her the strength
to stand up. She dried her cheeks. Slowly, the tears stopped, and
she went to the guest toilet on the ground floor to splash water on
her face. As she looked at her red nose and puffy eyes, tears
threatened again.

You are not yet ready to talk to them, he said quietly.

More tears came, and she shook her head. Remembering that he
couldn’t see her, she repeated the
negative. No, I can’t face anyone
right now.

Her legs gave
out, and she sat down outside the bathroom door and like a helpless
child she gave in to the grief pouring out of her.

Arms comforted
her once again, and this time she didn’t bother to look for the
owner.

I am sending
someone to be with you. Her name is Denise. She is an empath like
you. Please allow me to do this for you.

The slight pleading in his voice caught her
attention. Why? Why would you do
this?

There was a pause as if he considered his answer
carefully. Your parents were my friends.
Your father and I were very close, and I hate to see his only child
in so much pain.

Why not come yourself? she
asked.

As soon as the
words were out, Zirda wondered what had made her say that. She
didn’t know the man and had no idea how he’d penetrated her mind
barriers. But there was something in his voice and the way he spoke
to her. He was hiding something.

Again, he hesitated. I will put your
life in danger. Denise is a trusted friend, and her presence will
comfort you. Please?

As soon as she
agreed, there was a knock on the front door. Exhausted, she got to
her feet. She felt like an old woman as she crossed the floor to
the door. Before she could even ask, a woman spoke.

“Zirda? I am Denise. Can I come in?”

Zirda opened
the door a fraction to look at the person outside.

Denise smiled
when she saw the young woman with tears rolling down her cheeks.
Her heart went out to her. The loss of one’s parents was especially
difficult when it happened in such a sudden and violent way.

Opening the
door further, Zirda noticed Denise glance over her shoulder at the
hive of activity in the street. Then she came inside.

Zirda stared at
the wreckage that was her parents’ vehicle, and a new wave of pain
grabbed her. The ache in her chest grew.

Closing the
door quickly, Denise pulled the young woman into her arms. “That’s
alright. I am going to stand right here and hold you. Cry all you
want.”

Despite
Denise’s words and comforting arms, Zirda felt the pain taking
over. She was losing herself in the black hole that had opened up
in her chest.

No! No, stay
with me. Don’t let the pain take you away from me.

Although Zirda could have sworn she’d heard the words, they’d
only been spoken in her mind. I
can’t. I love them so much. The baby. My mother was pregnant. They
were so happy about it. I can’t. The pain is too much.

He clenched his
fists at his helplessness. Sitting back in the black leather chair,
he closed his eyes. The loss of Lera and Jehan cut deep into his
heart, and not only because they were his friends. They were
Strikers, excellent hunters. Their deaths would be a massive loss
in their fight against the Erix, not to mention the despair their
greed and destruction left behind. He sighed into the darkness.

Zirda was a
deep empath, and he could not help but understand the depth of her
despair.

He looked down at his hands gripping the armrests of his
chair, the knuckles white, the bones crunching under the strain.
No, he wasn’t helpless, not by far. Setting his jaw, he reached out
to Denise. She is losing herself to
the grief. I am going to send her into a deep sleep. Please take
care of her. The tone of voice, this
time, was more commanding.

Denise smiled to herself. She heard the concern despite the
command. You know I will.












 Chapter 1






Zirda couldn’t
help but smile as she stepped out of her apartment block and onto
the pavement. The sky was clear and bright, and the city air was
fresh and sweet-smelling, after the previous night’s storm.

All around her,
people were laughing and talking as they went about their business.
Even though it was a workday, there were more people than usual
outside enjoying the beautiful winter’s day. It wasn’t cold, and
there was no wind; a brief respite before the snow came.

A moment of
sadness overcame her. Today was the fifth anniversary of her
parents’ death. She missed them terribly. Their laughter in the
kitchen that day was a painful reminder of the joy they had taken
in their life together. The love they had for each other and for
her. And her unborn baby brother.

Immediately, she felt a soft touch. A light hand on her
shoulder, gently stroking her as if to give
comfort. Do you need me?

A funny thing
to say, she thought idly. She had never met the man she now called
Mr. T. Always refusing to meet her or divulge his real name, the
voice in her head had become a constant in her life since that
painful day. A companion.

Thank you, he said solemnly,
hearing the last thought clearly. You
honour me.

The smile was
back on her face, albeit much smaller. Without him and Denise, she
would not have survived her parents’ death. They had both been deep
empaths, and she had inherited both their abilities. The loss of
their connection had almost killed her. Denise and Mr. T formed new
bonds with her, helping her to survive those first hours. Those
first days. They’d helped her through the grieving ceremony; their
bodies had been too badly burned for a proper burial ceremony.

She had learned
from Mr. T that the men responsible for her parent’s death had been
brought to justice. Even though she had never heard or seen
anything about the trial on the news broadcasts, she implicitly
believed Mr. T when he’d told her about it.

Funny how she
could trust someone she had never seen. He allowed her to talk to
him about anything, at any time. However, she had the distinct
impression that it was a privilege not granted before or to anyone
else. He never shielded her from the truth, as painful as it may
be. Never lied to her, as far as she could tell. It took a while,
but when she was ready, she asked about his relationship with her
parents, and even in that, he didn’t lie. Stressing the need to
keep the things he told her secret, she could ask for anything she
wanted to know.

She learned
about the people her parents really were. At the tender age of
seventeen, barely out of school, she could not grasp the complexity
of their work, but now she did. It was their empathic abilities
that made them so competent at helping people.

Mr. T called
them Strikers—people with special abilities trained to reach out to
people in need. She felt proud when she learned of the excellent
work they’d done, although she still had to ask what kind of needs
these people had and why empaths had been used to help them instead
of regular medical service providers like therapists or healers.
There were a few magicians on Plythea, but they were all trained
healers.

Her happiness
returned when she saw two people saying goodbye. She smiled wider
as Susan joined her and made her way into the building of Placing
Boxes Design, where they both worked.

“So, I guess you and Tahn worked out the problem?” she asked
softly as they stepped into the high-speed elevator that would take
them to the nineteenth floor.

Susan nodded, a
soft pink tinge lighting her lovely face with obvious bliss. “Yes,
we had a long talk.”

“I sense an ‘and’ coming,” Zirda teased. “And?” she
obliged.

They stepped
onto their floor and waved to their colleagues who were already
bustling around in their offices.

Inside their
shared office, Zirda put her handbag on her desk and switched on
her computer. Susan did the same but kept standing, wringing her
hands together nervously.

“Out with it. You are obviously excited about
something.”

“He asked me to mate with him,” she blurted before her courage
deserted her.

Zirda looked
up, frowning slightly. “As in sharing pleasure mate or in joining
ceremony mate with him?”

“Both.”

Her frown
disappeared, replaced by concern. Susan had always expressed a fear
of being used and cast away. With her empathic ability, Zirda knew
it was not just an opinion but a reality for her friend. She had
never asked and had refrained from a deep mind probe out of
respect. Still, Susan must have had an awful experience in the past
for her to be so scared of a physical relationship.

Getting to her
feet, Zirda went around her desk and took Susan’s hands. “What did
you say?”

Susan sighed
and looked up from their hands to the startling blue eyes of her
concerned friend. Anyone else would immediately have assumed she
would be glad of the proposal, but Zirda always understood her
better than most.

Pulling her
hands away, she wrapped her arms around herself and sat on the edge
of her desk. “I didn’t give him an answer. Asked for time to think
about it.”

Keeping her
distance, Zirda nodded. “Is he prepared to wait?”

Susan gave a
nervous laugh. “Yes, that is part of what is making it so
difficult. He is so understanding and kind, and I have no idea what
to do.”

“Do you care for him?”

Another laugh.
“That is the reason why I am so damn irritated with myself. I love
the guy. Please do not misunderstand me. He is not perfect, but
then neither am I. But we seem to be perfect together, you
know?”

Not giving
Zirda a chance to respond, not that she would have known how to
reply, never having been in such a situation herself before, Susan
kept talking. “We like the same things, and wouldn’t you know, we
hate the same things too. Of course, our opinions are not the same
on all issues, but we seem to get around those without too much
pain.”

She shrugged
her shoulders. “Our fight had been about my work; can you believe
it? He seems to think I was deliberately being vague about the
designs and our clients when I honestly wasn’t.”

Zirda nodded.
She understood his concerns. Their work was kept secret until the
client decided to make it public. If he didn’t, it remained a
secret, and there was nothing they could do about it except leave
the company. Since they both liked working here, she was glad Susan
and her guy had sorted that out. She wouldn’t want to give up her
work for a man either.

Designing
interiors for air and spacecraft, both military and commercial, was
very exciting and a constant challenge given the competition they
faced from other companies.

Grinning, she
sat down and opened the last file she had been working on.

“So, what does your gut say?”

Susan groaned
at the reference to a film they’d seen. The plot hadn’t been worth
the expense, and the two male actors constantly asked each other
about their gut feel. “Great. Now, I have to make a major decision
based on what my internal organs have to say. Very sensible.”

Zirda laughed.
“So? What does your gut tell you?”

“To say yes,” Susan admitted. She sat down and switched on her
computer. As soon as it had booted up, she logged in and navigated
to her latest project. She closed her eyes for a second. “But I
will take its opinion under advisement along with what my brain has
to say.”

“Excellent choice,” her friend replied as they got down to some
serious work.






* * *






The next few
weeks flew by as they worked on the final touches of their
interpretation of the latest wishes of their biggest commercial
client. Zirda was too tired at night to eat properly, but she
placated herself by promising to correct the matter as soon as the
design was delivered in the next day or so.

Neither she nor
Susan had spoken about the mating proposal. Although Zirda had
thought about it once or twice, when she managed to take a break,
she’d refrained from pushing her friend. Although she wished her
every happiness, it was Susan’s decision, and it was hardly her
place to give advice.

Both women
sighed with profound relief two hours after the noon break, which
neither had used to eat something. The final printing drafts were
being churned out by the machines.

“Done,” Susan sighed again. “Twelve days.”

“At last,” her friend agreed.

Zirda collected
the prints as Susan got up to get each of them a cup of tea. “To
celebrate,” she said.

Quickly making
her way to the department head’s office, Zirda gave the documents a
final check. Yes, they had remembered to update the final design
files before they’d run the prints.

Relieved, she
knocked on the closed office door.

“Enter.”

Smiling
tentatively, she stepped inside, careful not to bump the glossy
prints against the door frame and damage their hard work at this
last stage.

Rosalind Vre
looked up and waved Zirda to come closer. “Please tell me you are
finished.”

Zirda nodded as
she placed the prints on Rosalind’s viewing table. It was kept
clear of any other papers for the sole purpose of looking at and
discussing design proposals. “Yes, these are the final
designs.”

Getting to her
feet, Rosalind looked at the colourful drawings and animated sheets
incorporated into the proposal. Staring at them for a few minutes,
she nodded. “Yes, this is excellent work. Let’s hope the client
agrees. The presentation meeting will be held early tomorrow
morning.”

She looked at
the younger woman’s anxious face. “Go home, the both of you. Get
some rest. Please get something to eat; you both look like you are
about to faint. We will see you tomorrow in the boardroom on the
executive floor, alright?”

Zirda nodded.
At least Rosalind approved. Now, they’d have to wait and see
whether the client did. It was their third attempt at interpreting
the interior he wanted for his new line of executive aircraft, and
another failure would not go down well. Trying hard not to worry
too much about that—she was simply too tired—she thanked Rosalind
and left the office, closing the door after her.

Susan was
ecstatic at the prospect of going home early. “Want to celebrate
properly?” She looked at the tea with sudden disgust.

Zirda laughed
softly. “No, thanks. I am going to soak in a hot bath, eat
something healthy, and then go straight to bed.” The thought of
proper food and her warm bed made her groan in ecstasy. Yes, oh
yes. “I don’t think I have slept more than four hours for the last
ten days. I am wasted, and drinking anything stronger than tea
right now will only get me into trouble.”

Susan watched
as Zirda backed up their files onto the network as she finished her
tea. They both shut down their computers.

Taking her
handbag, she handed Zirda hers. Zirda smiled and followed Susan to
the high-speed elevator. Inside, they were alone, and Susan
suddenly grabbed her arm.

“What’s the matter?”

“Tahn,” she whispered.

“Why are you whispering? And what about Tahn?”

Blushing a
little, Susan shrugged at the amused expression on her friend’s
face. “He wants to see me tonight.”

Zirda frowned
as the elevator pinged and the doors slid open. The women walked
through the entrance hall and made their way outside. “Isn’t that
what you usually do after work?”

“Yes, but I think he is going to insist I give him an
answer.”

Coming to a
halt at the intersection where they would go their separate ways,
Zirda looked at the panic on her friend’s face. “Have you decided
yet?”

Susan rubbed
her temple. “I don’t know. We have been so busy that I didn’t think
about anything besides work and sleep.” She sighed. “Anyway, I
shall go home, take a bath and gather my courage to face him.
Please do not worry. I will make the decision that’s best for
me.”

Zirda stepped
forward and impulsively hugged the lovely brunette. “I know you
will. See you tomorrow.”











The fresh
salads in the store where she stopped on her way home reminded
Zirda of the meals she had skipped the past few days. Her stomach
growled at the smells of the ripe fruit and freshly baked loaves of
bread spread out before her.

Shame on you for neglecting yourself like
this, a slightly amused voice said in
her head.

She had to bite
her lip to prevent her laughter from escaping.

Naturally, you would remind me when it is almost too
late, she retorted sharply.

She selected a
salad with fresh greens and seeds, two blue apples from Xa’an, and
a selection of finger bread.

That is hardly food, the voice
objected with a groan.

She silently
agreed, but was too tired to make any more effort. Although she
usually prepared her own meals, she didn’t care to expend the
effort tonight.

The voice
returned when she made her way into the apartment building.

Are you
alright? I sense exhaustion from your body, too.

Holding her
hand to the door lock sensor, she winced at his concern. The long
hours only reminded her of her solitude and the fact that she had
almost no friends, even after finishing graduate school and working
at Placing Boxes.

Before she
could reply to his observation, she felt the comfort of his
embrace. Usually, it made her smile and feel better, but tonight,
something else happened. She burst into tears. Standing with her
hands on the kitchen counter, the shopping bag still in one hand
and her handbag in the other, she cried.

Seeing her so
upset brought a heaviness to his heart. Suddenly, he wished he
could abandon the three links he had already established with
others to be with her, hold her, and comfort her. The thought
shocked him to the very essence of his soul. Even after all this
time, he could not relinquish her care to another Striker as he
should have done immediately after Denise told him she was ready to
face the world again after her parents had died. He wasn’t able to
care for another, not like this. His primary concern was the
guidance of his Strikers, not an untrained deep empath.

I am sorry, he whispered.
I made you cry. I did not mean to do
that.

Zirda shook her
head and stood up, putting the bags safely on the counter before
she dropped them. Wiping her eyes on her sleeve, she shook her head
again. 

It’s alright.
It’s not your fault. I am just too tired to cope with anything
right now. I will take that bath, have my evening meal and go to
bed.

Taking off her
coat, she walked through her bedroom to turn on the water in the
bathroom. She came back and undressed. When the bath was ready, she
got in and laid her head back on the edge, closing her eyes to
savour the warm water, relaxing her tired muscles.

Will you keep
talking to me, please? I don’t want to fall asleep in the bath.

Mr. T smiled at the image of her sleeping in the
bath. Of course. Is your project
done?

Yes, at last.
Is that why you have not spoken to me recently?

A thought suddenly occurred to her. Can you see me in the bath?

Wondering if
she could sense his private thoughts, he shook his head. No, she
couldn’t, she was just guessing. He was too careful, he wouldn’t
have let down his private barriers under any circumstances. The
lessons he had learned were not that easily forgotten.

No. I respect
your privacy too much. Besides, the barriers regarding your vision
are some of the best I have ever encountered, especially in someone
untrained.

The compliment
warmed her heart. It shouldn’t have, but it did.

Thank you.

You were
telling me about your project, remember? I reached out to you once
or twice, but you were too focused on your work. I could tell you
were pressed for time.

I didn’t mean to ignore you, she
offered quietly.

He smiled.

She felt the
warmth of that smile.

I know.

The water
started to cool, so she quickly bathed, not bothering with to wash
her long hair. As she dried herself, she thought about the
presentation the next day and more than a tad of nervousness crept
in. She really hoped the client would like the design this
time.

He will, the confident answer
came back.

Pulling on her
nightgown, she returned to the kitchen to get the food she had
bought.

How can you know? Is premonition one of your
talents? she teased.

He burst out
laughing, and the energy radiated through her mind. His mirth was a
huge surprise—a beautiful one. Never had she heard his laughter.
Amusement, yes. Unabashed laughter, no. She loved it.

No, she could sense he still
smiled, but I have seen the design a
few minutes ago. It was sent for my attention by your boss,
Rosalind.

Now, that was
not what she had expected. 

Are you the client? she asked, a
hint of suspicion creeping into her voice.

Not this time.
And no, to answer your next question, Rosalind doesn’t know about
you and me either.

She sat on her bed, eating the delicious salad. Staying awake
after the warm bath was hard, but she was
hungry. Then how?

The amusement still lingered in his
voice. Perhaps I will tell you
someday.

She clicked her tongue. As if.
Perhaps I will hold you to that. She
yawned suddenly. He couldn’t see her face, but still, she felt
embarrassed.

He knew she was embarrassed. An unknown feeling of extreme
tenderness flooded his heart. Finish
your meal and go to sleep. I will watch over your dreams and keep
the nightmares away tonight.

How did he
know? Sometimes, especially when she was so tired, the death of her
parents came back to her, closely followed by an intense
loneliness. Not knowing what to say, too tired to argue, she
accepted, and a few minutes later, she put the empty plate on the
floor and switched off the light.

He watched her
fall asleep. Her mind was quiet and peaceful. No longer connected
to another Striker, he undressed and translocated himself to her
bedroom. Staying weightless, he sat down on the bed, reached out,
and stroked the silkiness of her long hair as it fanned over her
pillow.

She simply
amazed him. A deep empath with mind barriers almost as strong as
his own. She had one or two weaknesses, which could easily be
rectified with proper training. His black eyes dimmed at the
prospect of leaving her in the care of someone else.

Possessiveness
was not something he had ever felt, no matter the person or
circumstance. Her parents had been special to him, but even in
their case, he had kept his distance. But Zirda was different. He
wished. Damn, do not go there. Pain, either his own or hers, was
not part of the plan.

His eyes moved
over her face, and he wished he could see her eyes. He knew they
were blue from the image Jehan had shown him once when she was
still a child. He had heard about the unusual blue colour that the
camera could not capture accurately.

Suddenly, she
started squirming. Her nightmare. Silently cursing himself for not
paying attention, he laid his hand on her cheek and whispered
softly to her in his own voice, no mind connection this time.

“Sleep, my beautiful one. I will watch over you always. Only
peaceful dreams for you.”

She calmed down
just as he heard another reach out to him. It was night, and more
calls would come, because the dark of night was the preferred time
for the Erix to hunt. Allowing the connection, he leaned over and
very softly kissed her cheek. “I leave your bedside, but never
you.”

He got to his
feet and hesitated for a moment. She smiled and whispered something
as he translocated back to his office. He was unable to keep
multiple connections in his ghostlike state, and had to return
before more calls came in. It was time to get back to work.












 Chapter 2






Zirda woke up a
little earlier than usual. She sat up, stretched her arms and upper
body to shake off the last vestiges of a deep, relaxed sleep, and
looked at her alarm clock.

It took her a
moment to remember his promise. After sending him a mental thank
you, which he acknowledged with a smile, she got out of bed and
headed for the bathroom.

The mirror over
the basin told her she had no dark circles under her enormous eyes,
and her skin looked flushed and healthy, not as if she was about to
pass out. Flicking her long hair over her shoulder, she brushed her
hand against her cheek. A memory, or was it a dream? A soft, gentle
touch. A soothing voice. Shaking her head, she headed for the
shower. “It must have been a dream, silly,” she muttered, even as
her nightgown fell to the floor.

Forty minutes
later, she headed for the kitchen. With the extra time she had, she
made herself a cup of tea to accompany an apple and some of the
bread she’d bought the previous day.

Leaving the
dishes for later, she pulled her coat closer around her as she left
the apartment and walked to work. It was freezing and miserable,
and despite his reassurance that all would go well, the deplorable
weather was placing a heavy damper on her spirits. By the time she
arrived at the office she was feeling depressed. Susan’s absence
wasn’t helping either.

Fifteen minutes
before their presentation was to start, Zirda started to get
worried—really worried. It was not like Susan to be late, and she
wondered what had happened last night. Reaching for her handbag to
get her mobile, she sighed with relief when she noticed Susan
walking in.

She wasn’t her
normal cheerful self, nor did she look rested despite their early
night.

“Hey, what’s the matter? What happened with Tahn? Did you have
a fight?”

Susan shrugged
out of her coat and fell into her chair. “I am exhausted.”

Frustrated,
Zirda grimaced. “I can see that. Talk to me,” she urged. “Or not.”
She glanced at her timepiece. “We have to go. The presentation is
about to start, and we do not want to start off on the wrong foot
by being late.”

Susan nodded
and got to her feet. “Right.”

On the way, she
gripped Zirda’s arm. “Everything is fine, don’t worry. I’ll tell
you later,” she whispered as they entered the passage leading to
the executive boardroom.

Using her
sensory ability, Zirda could feel the truth of Susan’s words.
Relaxing, despite the butterflies in her stomach, she greeted the
people already present. The client and his two advisers joined them
a few minutes later.

After Rosalind
welcomed everyone and read their brief, she handed over to Zirda
and Susan. They presented their latest design to the client.

Although they
had done work for him before, the dissatisfied expression that
never left his face was still unnerving. The first minute or so,
Susan struggled but soon found her feet in detailing the proposed
colour schemes and the fundamental reasoning behind their choices.
Usually, they would elaborate on the artistic details of the design
and make it more of a show than a presentation, but not today.
Keeping the explanations concise, direct and in line with the brief
given to them was the best way to work with this client. No frills.
No theatrics.

His expression
never changed as he listened to Zirda’s presentation. She was using
the animated entries to showcase a walk through the aircraft, and
what the interior would look and feel like based on their
design.

The
presentation didn’t take long, but it felt like hours of agony.
When she sat down, Susan squeezed her hand under the table while
waiting for the client to comment on their work.

His two
colleagues asked numerous questions, which they could answer with
confidence, thank goodness. Thereafter a deathly silence fell over
the room. The client stared at their work for a long while before
nodding.

“Excellent work,” he said gruffly.

Zirda had to
physically restrain herself from sighing out loud with relief. She
didn’t know what she would have done if he hadn’t liked it.

Told you, a soft, mocking voice
said in her head.

Ignoring the
taunt, she stood and accepted the congratulatory hand offered to
her by the client. “We will have the necessary people contact you
to start the implementation within the moon,” he said, nodding to
Rosalind and leaving the room without saying anything else.

While waiting a
few minutes to ensure Rosalind and the client were out of earshot,
Zirda grabbed Susan and hugged her hard. “We did it,” she
exclaimed.

Susan grinned.
“Yes! We did it!”

Whilst they
were gathering the presentation documents, they were greeted by a
smiling Rosalind, who stepped back inside the boardroom after
seeing the client off. “Well, ladies. Congratulations on an
excellent job. You are the first to actually get a compliment from
that man. None of our competitors have ever received such an
accolade from him. Ensure that all your correspondence is up to
date, send the design to publishing for the final printing, and
then take the rest of the day off. Go celebrate, you definitely
deserve it.”

“Thank you,” they both replied and returned to their
office.

“You get the mail; I will send the printing order through,”
Zirda suggested.

Nodding, Susan
flipped through the electronic mail on their computers. She replied
to one or two urgent ones and marked the rest for attention on Mon.
Today was Fri, so they could have a rest, a celebratory noon meal,
and some much-needed relaxation. What a prospect!

Zirda returned
an hour later from the publishing department, where they would
start printing the details for the engineers and craftsmen who
would give life to their design.

“All done?”

Zirda nodded.
“Yes, but I gave our mobile numbers to the publishers just in case
they need either of us during the rest of the day. Did you manage
all the mail?”

“I did. I replied to the urgent ones, but the rest can wait
until Mon, agreed?”

Grinning like
two satisfied cats, the two women collected their handbags and made
for the door.











After they
ordered two glasses of blue apple juice from their favourite little
café, Zirda asked the dreaded question. “Tell me, what happened
last night? What did you decide?”

Taking another
sip of the refreshingly cold juice, Susan sat back in her chair and
smiled. “I said yes.”

Zirda smiled
back. “Really? Yes, to what? Getting hitched? Sharing his bed?”

Susan shook her
head. Zirda was younger than she was, but her tendency to just say
what she thought was sometimes ... well, shocking. She liked her,
yet suspected Zirda was more than what she appeared to be. It never
bothered her though.

“If you must know ...,” she paused, grinning at the scowl on
her friend’s face at the deliberate prolonging of the tension, “a
bit of both.”

This time,
Zirda groaned. “What’s that supposed to mean? Either you did, or
you didn’t. You can’t be a bit mated. Come on.”

The teasing
look disappeared to be replaced by a sad and serious expression. “I
know you think that I have been abused, but I can assure you that
is not the case. I knew someone, a very close friend, who was raped
and assaulted by someone who she trusted, her boyfriend. To see her
like that, broken and changed, made me fearful of a close
relationship with any man. I distrust physical intimacy. I think I
still do, but Tahn offered to go to therapy with me to help me
understand and overcome this problem.”

Zirda reached
out and squeezed her friend’s hand.

Smiling
slightly, Susan squeezed back. “I accepted his proposal to be
joined to him because I love him. He agreed that we could wait
until I was ready for physical intimacy. We’re taking it one step
at a time.”

“Is this what you want?”

The smile
became wider, more confident. “Definitely.” She blushed slightly.
“He asked if he could kiss me, and I let him.”

“Wow. How did you feel?”

“At first, I was so tense that I couldn’t think straight. My
palms were sweaty, and my heart was racing, but he was patient and
loving. When I relaxed, the fear lessened, and I liked it. And then
I spent the rest of the night wondering if I had made the right
choice.”

“But you said that this was what you wanted,” Zirda said
carefully.

Laughing, Susan
squeezed her hand. “I wondered if I shouldn’t have pulled back from
the kiss when I did.”

Shaking her
head, Zirda grinned. “Let’s not go there right now.”

After finishing
her drink, Zirda waved at their server. They were ready to order
something to eat. She was starving. After placing their order and
asking for more juice, they talked about the project and the
demanding client for a while.

“Perhaps he is unhappy with his life,” Susan
speculated.

“Maybe. I don’t want to be so wealthy that my life revolves
around nothing more than making additional money. But let’s forget
his problems and enjoy ourselves. We have a good reason to be happy
after all.”

They raised
their glasses in a toast. “To us.”

They spent the
rest of their meal talking about their plans for the end of
weekdays.

“Shopping.”

“Cleaning.” They both groaned. Living alone and in buildings
that did not provide a cleaning service meant they had to spend
some of their days doing housework.

“Oh well, maybe we will get a raise, move into buildings with a
cleaning service and spend all our rest days doing fun
things.”

They talked and
laughed as they left the café and strolled along the sidewalks,
looking at clothing and shoes that were on display.

Since Susan and
Tahn would be spending the rest days with her parents, Zirda said
goodbye so she could get home and pack before meeting Tahn. They
would be catching the last transport to the village where her
parents retired to four rotations ago.

She’d barely turned around after waving to Susan, when a
familiar presence appeared in her mind. You are going to be alone again. You need more
friends.

I would have
at least one more friend if you would tell me where Denise lived so
I could visit her occasionally.

He sighed. If
only he could grant her this wish. Denise wanted the same thing,
but he couldn’t let it happen. Together, both women would attract
too much attention. All that empath energy was way too tempting to
a male Erix.

The time that
Denise had spent with Zirda after her parents’ death had drawn the
males to them more often than even Denise knew. He’d hunted the
Thanah home’s periphery five times and had to destroy a male every
single time.

Denise had
called to him once when she sensed a male reaching out to Zirda,
but all the other times he’d got there, neither woman had been
aware of the threat. It concerned him that somehow the Erix were
starting to hide themselves so well that even Denise, who was one
of the most sensitive Strikers, couldn’t detect their presence.

No, it simply
was too dangerous.

Mr. T? her tentative enquiry
brought him out of his reverie.

I’m sorry, my little one. I cannot divulge her private
information, he replied gently.

Again, Zirda
was caught off guard by the tenderness in his voice. Sometimes, she
was aware that he was linked to others, both women and men, but
none of them were treated to this softer side of him—not as far as
she could tell anyway. His mind barriers were formidable, and
attempting to penetrate his privacy barriers was impossible.

To her, he was
a friend, a companion. He protected her. The last was more a
feeling than fact, but she trusted her feelings implicitly.

Can I ask
after her?

Of course you
can. She is well. She has been ill, a virus, but the physician took
good care of her.

He frowned
slightly when he sensed her hesitation in responding. It was not
like her to be uncertain, and he never forbade her to enquire about
any subject, no matter how difficult it was for either of them.

May I ask how
long you have known her? Why ... hmm, why did you send Denise to
look after me?

He couldn’t help the slight sense of male pride and
satisfaction when he heard the note of suppressed jealousy in her
mind’s voice. But it was entirely
unfounded. She is my stepmother, and
I trusted her to look after you.

Oh. What happened to your mother? She nearly choked at her own
impudence. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean
to pry; please forget I asked.

It’s alright.
Denise was, still is, a good mother to me. My mother died when I
was fairly young. My father met Denise and pair-bonded with her. A
good thing, too, since neither of my parents was aware of my
abilities until Denise came along and helped me until I was old
enough to travel to be trained.

Zirda nodded.
His abilities were beyond her understanding, so she simply accepted
what he said. But wait a minute ...

What is
pair-bonding?

They were so
immersed in their conversation that neither of them noticed she had
walked past her building. It was getting dark too. Talking to him
was a balm for the loneliness she refused to acknowledge.

Suddenly, Zirda
felt the most peculiar sensation. She heard Mr. T swear; he had
never done that before, and then a blinding pain flashed through
her mind. White lightning burned her eyes and incinerated her brain
cells. Screaming, she fell to her knees, holding her head. A mere
second later, darkness enveloped her, and she passed out.

Swearing again, he translocated to her and called
Denise. Zirda has been attacked. I am
bringing her with me.

Denise winced
when she heard his call. Ever since he had sent her to Zirda, she
had hoped he would take the girl as his bond. She, as his mother,
could function as his counter-point and his balance, but a
pair-bond could help bring to fruition the incredible power his
abilities afforded him. Abilities he could not fully explore since
she was not his bonded.

His near
obsession with not allowing Zirda to be trained or relinquished
into the care of someone else, especially after all this time made
her wish that he would take the leap. But he hadn’t. Perhaps he
thought she was still too young. She was very young compared to
him, but he could have trained her, which would have helped him
develop even more. And now it could be too late. Erix males left
their victims so severely traumatised that they seldom
recovered.

She shuddered
at the thought of what might have happened to her. Poor Zirda. Poor
Traxan, she thought as she felt him translocate them back into the
house.

Waving to him
to come quickly, she led the way to the guest bedroom. It was
unusual for a guest bedroom since it was completely dark. All the
furniture and decorations were black, leaving only the walls and
ceilings an off-white colour to provide some means of navigation.
It had only been used once before and for the same reason—to save
the life of one of the pair.

Once bonded,
neither mate could survive without the other. If he or she did,
they usually went insane without the mental connection that kept
them together. Perhaps it was a good thing they had not yet bonded,
but then her son had never even looked at another woman twice, much
less protected anyone like Zirda.

Her own
salvation had been Traxan, who needed her. They could have formed a
pair-bond after his father had died since they were not related by
blood. Both, however, felt that their relationship would not
flourish and had instead worked to forge a deep bond to help her
cope with the loss of her pair-bond, and to give him balance to
hunt the Erix. Neither had ever breached the privacy barriers of
the other; there was too much mutual respect and love for one
another.

“Put her on the bed. I have already called for my personal
physician.”

Leaning over
the young woman, she gently smoothed the dirty hair away from her
face. She was truly beautiful, even unconscious. Smooth, creamy
skin, high cheekbones and pouty lips, although she had never seen
Zirda act childishly. Blood ran down her face, but it was only a
scratch. Probably as a result of hitting her head as she fell. The
biggest concern was brain damage. How deep had he connected to her
before he raped her mind?

Traxan gritted
his teeth in fury as he watched Denise assess Zirda’s wounds. He
was ready to murder someone.

Denise turned
her head to look at the man standing behind her. She felt the
energy radiating from him. Always in control, it was the first time
she’d felt so much anger coming from him since he had been trained,
and that was a long time ago. His body practically trembled with
suppressed rage.

“Do you think he succeeded?” she asked quietly, stroking
Zirda’s cheek and forehead. A familiar touch and voice went a long
way to wake the unconscious mind.

“I don’t know,” he growled. “There were two of
them.”

Denise knew she
looked as surprised as she felt. “Two? Since when do they help each
other?”

Traxan
shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe they thought she ...” he stopped,
the words unable to get past his tongue. This was his fault for
refusing to let her go. Damn him for being so selfish. He should
have sent her for training. Damn, he should have trained her
himself. At least to teach her to recognise the threat that had
taken her parents from her.

“Did you get them?”

He shook his
head. “No, I focused on protecting her as fast as possible.” He
swore again, loudly.

That, more than
anything, told her that he recognised this woman as his bonded. He
was not a protector like her or the other Strikers. It was his sole
purpose to hunt and destroy the Erix. He was the dispenser of
justice. But not this time. His failure to destroy her attackers
might have saved her life.

The doorbell
rang. “It's Jalry. I’ll let her in.”

Traxan watched
Zirda for a moment before he left the room. Jalry MacTier knew of
him because she often treated the victims of Erix attacks, but she
had never met him. Without her knowledge, he had been, in her mind,
a mere surface probe. Most women who knew of his existence had
romantic ideas about mating him. To most, he was some kind of hero,
but the job of killing others, whether they were murderers or
rapists, was not something to aspire to. Killing was necessary, he
had the skills and the natural instinct to hunt, but that didn’t
make him a hero.

Besides, he had
never met a woman who didn’t cringe at his violent nature. His
lovers had been few, but the relationships never lasted long
because none of them could deal with the dark side of his life, and
they didn’t even fully grasp what it entailed.

He waited in
his office on the second floor for almost two hours. Several
Strikers needed help, and he had to stay and work. His emotions
were too volatile right now to be connected to others and be in the
same room with Zirda. Away from her beautiful face so bruised and
bloodied, he could manage to focus. Barely.

He knew what
Denise had been thinking about his attachment to Zirda. Until now,
he had denied the depth of his feelings for her, but after what had
happened and the pain and guilt he felt, he could no longer lie to
himself. He cared for her—deeply, perhaps more than he should. The
attraction was physical, too, that he’d recognised almost
immediately, but it seemed to be so much more now.

And now this.
If she had been seriously hurt or suffered as a result, he would
never forgive himself. But one thing he did know. The Erix had made
an enemy of the kind they could never have imagined. Until now, he
had dispensed justice to those who attacked others, but the attack
on Zirda had made this personal. Even more personal than any other
friend he had lost, ever.








 Chapter 3


It was dark. Evening. Had to be because that was why she
couldn’t see anything. She felt so tired. Terrible headache. Sat
up—not a good idea.
Head hurt more. Lay back down again.

Why was it so
dark? She gently touched her eyes. No, they were open. Perhaps she
was dreaming.

Pinch. Ouch.
No, definitely awake. Don’t panic. Perhaps something happened.
Swallowed hard to keep the panic from rising. Panic always led to
hysteria. Can’t afford to be hysterical right now.

Fear? Where?
Suddenly, she was afraid. Deathly afraid. Heart beat fast. Palms
sweaty. Try to keep calm. Have to try. Harder.

Feel around.
She was in a bed. Warm. Aside from the bad headache, the rest of
her body seemed to be in working order. Arms and legs moved
alright. Hungry. Thirsty, definitely.

Then she heard
someone approach. Fear came back in waves.

She opened her
mouth and screamed. “No! Please!”

Denise tried to
take her hand, but she jerked it back as if she was being burned.
Zirda became more frantic to get away. Practically hysterical now,
Denise had to catch her before she fell out of the bed and hurt
herself.

At her wits’
end, she stepped away from Zirda, who was crying and screaming. Her
reaction was pretty normal, but if she didn’t let Denise in, it
would be difficult to help her.

Turning
slightly, she called, “Traxan!” not even bothering to hide his real
name.

What’s the matter? his mind
voice replied quietly.

She is awake,
but I cannot get her to calm down. I think she is blind, judging by
the change in her eye colour.

Sobbing
uncontrollably, she couldn’t get the panic and fear to go away. Why
wasn’t he answering her? He’d promised never to leave, but he
hadn’t come to her aid. Had he lied? Where was he?

Denise watched
as he silently entered the room, his eyes wide when he saw Zirda in
pain. “Talk to her,” she urged. “I think the link between you has
been broken. Use your voice to reach out to her.”

Nodding, he
approached the bed. “Zirda? Little one? It’s me, Mr. T. Do you need
me?” he asked in the calm and quiet voice he usually used with her.
Keeping the gravel out of his natural voice was challenging,
especially when he could clearly see her pain.

It had the
desired effect. Zirda lifted her head and turned it towards him.
Slowly, she nodded. Sobs still wracking her body. “I called, and
you didn’t answer. Are you angry with me?”

He frowned at
her reply. Denise laid her hand on his shoulder to get his
attention. “You have to be careful. Trauma such as this sometimes
makes people refer back to their childhood behaviour. It is
instinctive when someone is this frightened.”

“Now what?” he asked. He had never had to deal with children
before and felt uncertain about what to
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