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When an escort is used to attack patrons via her open mind, some of the prototype escorts step in to make sure that the escort gets help, and her patron meets a shadow killer. Then they go for therapy while other effects tumble into motion.
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After dealing with an assaulted escort, Keska tries to offer her an option that isn’t her day job. She was the original escort when they tried to work the bugs out of the system. Her activation is to invent, and the mask design was her original idea.

Dealing with trying to entertain Jienne is one thing, but finding out that her relationship with Nelith is now official sends Keska spinning. Add that to her daughter and ex-patron coming back into town, and she is fighting to organize her mind while her fingers can’t stop turning metal into statues and small, deadly objects.
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Chapter One
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Jienne finished her work around the hostess stand, smiled at the remaining kitchen staff, and went to clock out. Klauz was clearing up when she passed the door, and he called out, “Jienne, are you meeting the crew for drinks tonight?”

“Um, no, chef. I have an appointment.”

He froze. “You?”

She sighed. “Yeah. It takes all kinds, I guess. Thanks for the boost.”

He frowned. “I am sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“I am sure you didn’t. Cutlery is prepped for tomorrow. Good night, chef.” She punched out and headed for the service elevator.

She checked her watch and knew that she had enough time to get to the BDC and morph into her alter ego. Aksalla Sixty-Six.

The Blind Date Corp headquarters was two blocks away, and there was nothing she loved more than walking after a nine-hour shift.

Once she had checked in and gotten to the changing area, she looked at her date requirements. “Right, so, black evening gown, shrug, heels, jewellery, and makeup. Hair down in a curl over one shoulder.”

She heard other dates getting dressed or undressed in the other rooms. She ordered her clothes and accessories from the massive robotic wardrobe while she went into the grooming unit, designed by a sadist. Her hair was cleaned of all restaurant scents, and a gentle laser got the oil from her skin. The stronger laser took out all of her hair below the neck. She hated that part.

She was cleaned up and sparkling by the time the clothing was delivered to her changing space. She put on a garter belt, stockings, and the black evening gown. She applied and set her makeup and put on the borrowed jewels. Her hair was easy, and the soft wave cascaded over her shoulder to just below her breast. The wrap went around her, and she checked herself out in the mirror. “Shit! Mask!”

Laughter came from the other cubicles.

She was glad that she hadn’t put her eyeshadow on out of reflex. When she looked at her appearance via the mask, she nodded and got a darker lip stain. It wouldn’t come off and went better with her outfit.

She checked her mask display, and it summoned her transport.

Jienne put her clothes and bag into her locker and sealed it with her com unit.

Her transport was nearly there, so she got into the elevator and left the building. Her transport flashed recognition when she arrived, and she slipped inside with her mask giving the address on her behalf. She wouldn’t need to say a word until she was standing in front of her patron.

When the transport pulled up at the front door of Hell, she took in a deep breath and looked for her patron. The mask gleamed and identified him, talking to the business owner.

She exhaled and got out of the transport, walking up to her patron, ignoring his companion.

“Patron.”

He smiled in the heat display and lifted her hand to his lips. “We will be spending the evening with my new business partner.”

“Of course, Patron.”

The master of Hell looked at her. “Which one are you?”

“Aksalla Sixty-Six.”

He frowned. “I don’t know that one.”

She didn’t say anything else.

He grinned. “But I will find out.”

She shrugged and turned back to her patron, curling her arm around his bicep and pressing against him.

He looked down at her and said, “If you find out, let me know.”

She shrugged and stood with her patron. It was just hitting midnight, and Hell was getting busy. They walked inside and climbed to one of the private levels. It was less private than Jienne hoped. Ekron, Klauz, Techor, and Remark. Jienne felt the press of the psychics a moment later. This was going to be a fun, fucking night. She tried to brace for what she was guessing at.

Three hours later, she was mortified and back in a transport heading for the BDC. She filed her report and shuddered as the events of the evening kept playing in her mind. First, she had to quit Klauz’s. Her patron had made her cum in front of the group, and somehow, her voice had triggered a memory in him, possibly from her trying to pacify a guest. His eyes had lit up, and he had leaned forward. Drin and Vikor were watching her as well, and with the lack of control, her shielding broke, and Techor and Remark had swanned right in and found her identity.

She was going to cry as soon as she got this mask off. She took in a deep breath and called a friend. “Ava?”

“Yes? Oh, Jienne. How are you?”

Her voice wobbled. “Not good. I think I have to quit the BDC. I don’t think I can do that again.”

“Tell me what happened, and don’t let anyone make a booking with you right now. Don’t quit. We will suspend your availability. It lets you keep the advantages of the Blind Date Corp. Now, deep breath and talk. I will find out what you need.”

Jienne nodded, though her friend couldn’t see her, and she talked.

Ava gave her instructions, and when she arrived at the BDC, Ava was waiting. “Come on, we are going to make a conference call.”

To Jienne’s shock, Ava had an entry code and was scanned into the BDC entrance. Jienne said, “I didn’t know you were an escort.”

“A long time ago in a city far away. Now I just do it when I want to blow the cobwebs out.” She smiled. They were in a descending elevator.”

Jienne blinked. “How old are you?”

Ava grinned. “Come on, Jienne. We are going to make a call.”

They arrived in the fully automated prep area, and Ava guided her to the lounge. She brought up two displays and made the calls.

Zera and Tirra looked at her, sleepy with their group and husband in the background. They both widened their eyes. Zera gasped, “Avagail?”

“Yes. I am here to report the psychic sexual assault of Aksalla Sixty-Six, the gateway access to the crowd around her, and the breaking of the public activity clause in her contract. You might want to get your lawyer on this.”

Tirra started making notes. “Who were the affected actives?”

Jienne whispered, “The Elf Star Consortium.”

Zera paused, nodded, and then started cursing as she took her tablet out of the room where her partners were sleeping. Tirra did the same. Once the ladies were in their home offices, the questions came hard and fast, and Jienne answered them all with Ava holding her hand. Then the first description of being held by her patron in a psychic grip that attracted the other minders, wearing away at her control from within.

“I am going to get her changed now and out of the mask, and then we are going to stay at my place, as he also doxed her fairly effectively. I think he wants to use her as bait on his schedule. The shadows that he used were very effective on her, and I believe there is a specialist in Z Corp who can assist, so I will be calling her next.”

Zera paused. “You know Dex?”

“Well, you know, once I had my stake, I did well for myself and headed out, investing as I went.”

Jienne was suddenly very happy that she had met Ava at the restaurant. “Can you help me get the shadows out?”

“Yes, Jienne. I am going to call on a shadow hunter. She will track him using what he left behind in you.”

Jienne nodded and shuddered. “But you can get them out.”

“Yes, buddy, I can get them out, but right now, they are preserved evidence.”

Tirra looked at her. “Make the call, and take care of Jienne. We are sending a therapist.”

“Don’t. She will be at my house until we sort this out. I am not putting a target on her. If Dex doesn’t get him, I will.”

Jienne nodded. “Right. So, what do I do?”

“Take off your clothing, put it in the container marked Evidence. Same with your shoes and underwear. Psychometrists will go over your clothing to see what they can of what happened. That doesn’t happen here. A scanner will go over you for all fingerprints and fluids. Then a counsellor should arrive here who can make a memory copy. I have already made one, and I am writing a copy to my secure com.”

Jienne swallowed. “So, clothes in Evidence. The scanner will take fingerprints. Then what?”

Zera said softly, “A tech will arrive and take samples from anything that is obvious on the scans. They are en route and should be arriving in four minutes. If you could wait until then?”

Jienne nodded and wrapped her arms around herself. “I didn’t say no.”

Ava tutted. “You did. It was in your contract, which was forwarded to him when he asked for you. He knew. And he did it anyway and used your broadcasting as a way to draw in other actives. He picked you deliberately for your activation.” She held her hand, keeping her from closing in on herself.

The tech arrived, and it was Arcady. Jienne blushed as the gorgeous woman approached her.

“Hey, Sixty-Six. Heard your patron was a bit of a bastard.”

Jienne smiled weakly. “You could say that. I don’t do public because I pull everyone in.”

“Right. Sensible. I remember that from your interview. It was flagged on your contract.”

Jienne heard a ping on her com and looked. “He’s trying to book me again.”

Ava spoke quietly, “Suspend the bookings. Don’t quit, don’t close your accounts. Just suspend bookings.”

Jienne nodded and quietly did as instructed. The alert ceased.

Zera exhaled. “If you quit, we would be limited in our assistance, but with you suspended, it counts as you being injured on the job. We will get your counsellors, and if you can’t return to work, there will be a payout. If you ever change your mind, you will be welcomed back.”

Jienne heard the options and what could happen, but she heard that she would be taken care of. That was comforting. She went with Arcady, and the other woman didn’t touch her. Ava had touched her hand, and that had meant the world.

* * * *
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Ava looked at two old friends. “Well, you two are both blooming.”

Zera snorted. “This is afterglow.”

Tirra grinned. “I am not going to be in danger of glowing for another few months. We don’t want kids back-to-back. Oh, we got your baby present and the wedding gift. Thank you so much.”

“You are welcome. Oh, I ran into Cabree out in the islands a few weeks ago. She’s glowing.”

Zera nodded ruefully. “And thankfully, she’s good to work remotely.”

Ava nodded. “Lucky you.”

Tirra asked, “How did you meet Jienne?”

“I was at the restaurant where she works and sitting at the bar. I was playing my favourite game. Analyzing strangers. She broadcast her good mood, and it got into their minds but only surface deep. She soothed them all, one by one. When she left for the night, she went for coffee rather than joining the crew at the bar. I brought her a cupcake and chatted with her about the BDC. Jienne is keen, she’s sweet, and she was doing really well, and then he doxed her and forced her to engage in public displays. Ah, there is my com. Dex is waiting. This should be short. He’s followed her to the building, so he’s waiting outside.”

Tirra sat straight. “I am calling the guards.”

“Great. I am going to ask for forgiveness, not permission. Worst thing that happens is I get deported again.”

Zera frowned. “What do you mean?”

Ava laughed. “Where do you think I went? I was booted out of the capitol. I refused to use my activation for government work, so they kicked me out in the middle of the night. It was all stealthy and stuff. I suspended my account with y’all and went.”

Zera stared at her. “No one said anything.”

“Of course not. If they told you, they would have had to explain that they were using my activation for government purposes for a country that wouldn’t give me citizenship. Oh, by the way, I have an appointment for an assessment to see if I can be of use to Aksalla. Now that they have organized that program, I might be able to stick around.”

Tirra looked at her. “You are Uraddan?”

Ava nodded. “I escaped when I was eight and just walked to the capitol. I thought this was in my file.”

Zera cleared her throat. “We had a security breach a decade ago, and the escort histories were dumped and rewritten before we noticed.”

Ava nodded. “How unfortunate, and right before Aksalla was about to audit the escort histories for your push to get licensing.”

Zera sighed. “Ava...”

“Zera.” She looked at the projection.

Tirra snorted. “Did you two always butt heads?”

Zera sighed, and a face appeared behind her. Ava grinned. “Hey, Torun. You look shorter naked.”

“Investor? Oh, gods. You are looking good. Very good.”

Zera elbowed him and then winced.

Ava smiled. “How is your portfolio doing, Torun?”

“Excellent. Thank you.”

She inclined her head. “Sorry. Dex is here, and she doesn’t have clearance for this level, so I am heading up to brief her about the perv waiting for poor Sixty-Six.”

She walked to the elevator, went up, saw Dex in the lobby, and then did what she rarely did: she shared her vision. Dex took the information and nodded. “Got him. He’s a block down, and he has shadows outside the door as markers.”

“Are you going to hunt him?”

“Oh, yes. I already registered the hunt with the guard on the way over here. You never steer me wrong.”

Ava grinned and smacked Dex on the butt. “Go get him. Guards have been notified, and I will make sure they are aware of you and your sword.”

“Thank you. Take care of her.”

“I will. Below I go. You do you.” Ava smiled and headed back down as Dex got the sword ready to take care of the shadow.

Jienne was going to need help to recover from the mental invasion, and Ava was going to offer her very secure home and her very big pet as assistance.

She went down in the elevator, and the markers she had planted in the area gave her a delightful view of the pursuit. She guessed that he never expected a shadow killer to be accessible and licensed by Aksalla.

When she returned, Jienne was talking softly with Arcady and the counsellor. Ava waved at her, and she smiled with a tear-streaked expression. The humiliation she felt was the worst part.

Arcady walked over and said softly, “Drin wants you to contact her. She will come here if necessary. Or she and one of hers can meet you upstairs in textiles.”

“That is the best idea. I am guessing it will be Vikor.”

“How do you know all of this?”

“Oh, you really don’t want to know. Plausible deniability.” She looked over at the corner where Jienne was giving her testimony to the woman. It was being documented for the official record. Jienne would be held blameless, and that was important.

She caught Jienne’s gaze, and the other woman smiled.

Zera contacted her, and Ava answered, looking up at the display. “Hey, what’s up?”

Zera looked at her. “He’s dead. Dex got him and split him down the middle. Do you know what he was doing?”

“I am guessing he’s been collecting female actives who can output to manipulate others. There should be a few of them chained up in a warehouse building near the harbour.”

Zera gritted her teeth. “Do you have an address?”

“Three-seven-six Port Acker Storage.”

Zera nodded. “Message sent to the guard. All women?”

“Yup, and all delicate, so bring some females and no psychics.”

“Got it. So, you knew this whole time?”

“No. But the pieces are coming into place. You know, I see things that are wrong, things that are right, and the wakes they both make. I follow the paths.”

“Why tonight? Why Jienne?”

“Me or him?”

“You.”

“I was there for dinner, and there were shadows around her. I couldn’t follow her into Hell, so I stayed nearby and waited. Nothing horrifying could occur in a public place, right? I forgot the private levels were rated for public sex. The whole consortium went in, I got a strange feeling, and I had the whole path before she came out, shaking, a few hours later.”

“And when you saw her...”

“I saw it all. I have all of his accounts frozen. Nothing is moving, but that is where I got the warehouse and the most recent meal delivery for five, plus two larger meals for the guards. Delivered twice a day.”

“I am passing this on. Why didn’t you lead with this?”

“Oh, if I had, he would have gotten to the warehouse and killed them all. Now, he’s dead, and the ladies are free. I am guessing at their ages being seventeen to twenty-one.”

“Shit. Too young. How old is Jienne?”

“Twenty-five. She’s had practice at using her activation at work. The elite of the city need to be soothed a lot when they don’t get what they want. She’s very good. A pity she’s going to quit.”

Zera blinked. “What? Why?”

“Because Klauz was with the others, rolling around in her pleasure emissions. He and Techor were the worst participants because they leaned into it. The shadow invited them, and they came to watch Jienne’s surrender. That isn’t something she’s wired to do in front of her boss. Her soul is so repulsed by this evening that she isn’t going to be able to go back. Klauz and the others are going to need counselling as well.”

Zera paused. “Drin and her consortium are upstairs.”

“Excellent. Now I get to tell them that they just psychically raped a woman. This should be the way I wanted my evening to go.”

She ended the communication and headed for the elevator.

Being a silent partner in Z Tech and, now, in Z Corp, meant she knew where she was going. She had designed the building, after all.
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Chapter Two



[image: ]


She saw that the entire consortium was there, looking rather confused, so she lifted her hand and beckoned them to go to the nearest meeting room.

She looked at Drin. “Do you know if there are any sick bags around here?”

Drin paused, nodded, and asked, “How many?”

“Six. Probably four, but let’s not play roulette on that.”

Drin nodded and left the room, coming back with an assortment of bags.

Ava said, “Everyone gets one.”

Vikor said, “What is going on?”

“Give me two minutes. Once everyone is settled, I will begin the show. Drin, can you set the room to record?”

Drin was frowning and tapped at the com in the centre. “Recording.”

Ava took a deep breath and said, “This evening, a shadow master lured the Elf Star Consortium into assisting him with the psychic rape of escort Sixty-Six. She had no public displays or contact in her contract. He poured shadows into her and then into you to get your enthusiastic participation, and then he ripped down all of her wards and used her body’s enjoyment to bleed into all of your minds. That’s her activation. She broadcasts pleasure, and he rode it into your thoughts, plans, accounts, everything.”

She pulled up the images that weren’t supposed to exist and projected the sound of Jienne screaming while her body was pulled around, and then the others leaned in to participate.

The bags came out, and four out of six vomited. Ekron and Vikor were the only ones who didn’t.

“Each of you is going to have to submit to a psychic audit to see if anything is left behind. The psychics will need to learn new techniques for defense.”

Drin said, “Why didn’t she say anything?”

“He was controlling her. He’s dead, by the way. A shadow hunter claimed the bounty.” She inhaled and exhaled. “So, Klauz, you are going to be getting a resignation in the next few hours. She just isn’t going to be able to go back to work.”

He frowned, and then memory ripped through him. “Jienne.” He looked like he was going to be sick again.

Drin blinked. “That was her?”

Ava nodded. “That is her. She’s getting emergency counselling right now. I will keep her safe until she makes up her mind on what she wants to do next. Trapped in her mind and screaming for everyone to stop while a shadow controlled her body. It has an effect.”

Drin paused. “You sound like you are speaking from experience.”

Vikor said, “She is. How have you been keeping, Avagail?”

“Oh, you know, swimming in money.”

Vikor laughed. “That is what I liked about you.”

Drin looked between them. “What?”

“Ava put up the financing for Hell. When I had enough to pay her off, she took it, and that was that. No interest, no leverage, she just left.”

Ava shrugged. “I had other things to do. Any questions?” She looked around the room.

Ekron said, “Why us?”

“You touch nearly all demographics of higher society. Drin has unlimited access to actives, Vikor the club, you are at popular events and awards, you get the idea. Each of you is a different access point to Aksallan society. He could have wiggled in here and taken root. He had other young ladies that he was about to either sell or unleash in a similar manner to Sixty-Six.”

Klauz asked, “How did she get away?”

Ava looked to Drin. “Do you know?”

“The car. She had to be out, get into the transport, and check into the main hub. If she didn’t, alerts would be sounded.”

“And he was waiting for her near the transport stop. Fortunately, a hunter came out before she did.”

Drin paused. “Dex?”

“Dex. So, guards have been involved. You will all need to be checked for wormholes that another shadow user can utilize.”

“What?”

“Like a moth hole. He chewed holes in your minds to give him a hold later. My guess is that the means of transmission went from Klauz to Vikor to everyone else. He posed as an investor, and to prove he was on the up and up, he had a BDC account. Zera is going through that right now.”

Drin nodded. “Because if they got in during the final interview, the interviewer may need treatment, too.”

“Yup.” Ava straightened. “So, I just wanted to show you what had happened, mostly taken from Jienne’s own mind, so the faces were exaggerated, but he could hear her screaming no, and this isn’t going to get public. But you do need psychic repair.”

Drin nodded.

Techor was running his hands over his face. “Right. I know a psychic healer who can at least walk us through the treatment.”

Ava held up a hand. “May I recommend someone who is definitely not involved in this?”

Techor frowned. “Who?”

She beamed. “Me. I agree to work under supervision from as many watchers as you like, but since I know what I am looking for...”

“You can do it? What is your activation?”

“Analyst. Complete analyst.”

Techor stared at her. “Seriously?”

“Seriously. If Jienne wants the events removed, I can do that as well, but they will be blurred as they are linked to the woodworm markings in your psyche anyway.”

Techor said, “How can we prove you can do this?”

Vikor leaned forward. “She can practice on me.”

Drin gasped. “What?”

“Ava is an upstanding person who doesn’t actually like messing with people. If she is here today, there is a larger reason.” Vikor looked at her.

“Aw. Looks like the horns haven’t grown through your brain.” She smiled.

He grinned. “Now?”

“We need to take a baseline. Arcady is still downstairs.”

Drin nodded. “Calling her.”

A few minutes later, they got a notification that Kritz and Arcady were in their lab. Ready to do diagnostics.

Ava laughed. “This is the kind of shit he lives for. I am certain we need two elevators.”

Drin smiled. “Why do I feel like I know you?”

“We have met a few times. I am usually talking with Zera or Torun.”

Remark muttered, “Torun?”

“Oh, yeah. We have met a time or two.”

She walked out the door and headed for the elevator.

Drin walked with her. “Were you an escort?”

Ava smiled. “Still am. Just not taking bookings.”

Vikor muttered, “What?”

Ava was still laughing when she, Techor, Klauz, and Remark made it to the lab floor. The gauntlet of security scans was intense, but finally, they were in the bulletproof section.

“Ah, gentlemen, thank you for joining us. Sgoth, Voss, please hold Remark. I will be quick.”

Arcady stood nearby with a containment unit, and Kritz was staring, ready to assist.

Remark was gripped on either side and said, “What?”

Ava walked toward him. “You get to go first. Don’t worry, all of your little buddies are getting the same treatment. Full recording on?”

Arcady said, “Full recording on.”

Ava pressed her hands to Remark’s head and started to chant softly. When she felt the dark presence loosen up, she pulled it out, and Arcady brought the containment unit forward. She spit it out. “Bleah. Gross.” She healed the wounds in Remark’s mind and made sure that shadows couldn’t get back in.

She turned to Techor. “Come on. You are up.”

He lunged for her, trying to land a strike. She grabbed him by the throat and held him on the floor as she chanted and pulled the shadow into her skin to spit into the next containment unit. Whispers of healing and he was good to go. She patted his chest. “Nice try, judge.”

She got up and beckoned to Klauz. He walked to her and knelt. “Thank you, chef.”

The next shadow ball was big, but he wore it well. She spit it out, and Arcady sealed it.

“Jienne had a crush on him, so there was an easier path to him via lust. Hence, her needing to quit. She’s humiliated.”

Ekron knelt, making Sgoth’s and Voss’s work easier. It was harder to get up from that position. He fought, but she kissed him, and his mind went blank so she could finish the extraction. When the shadow was out and his mind was sealed, she stood up and went to Drin. “You, too, Drin.”

“Oh. Okay.”

The shadow was there, and it had tentacles. She worked the shadows out of Drin and flooded her mind with light. That got a few hidden tendrils. One more flood of light, and the healing began as the shadow was contained.

Drin touched her head. “Oh, hell. I can feel where he was, like wounds.”

“Great. Hold your boyfriend down.” Ava was exhausted.

Vikor looked at her and knelt. Drin grabbed his horns from behind, and it was effective. His shadow wasn’t large, which meant he hadn’t been a prime target. She removed it, checked his mind a few times, and then flooded him with light. Ava patched the holes left behind and sighed. “Okay. Got it all.”

Drin blinked. “You knew we had been affected.”

“Oh, yeah. He didn’t play that long unless he could leave something behind. Your consortium is a buffet of delight, but now, your minds have a non-stick armoured coating.”

She grunted and straightened. “Well, I checked Jienne already. She’s clear. He always liked an empty conduit. She will get some reinforcement tomorrow, but for tonight, she has had enough people fucking around in her head.” She heaved a sigh. “Back to the hub.”

Drin was going from one partner to the other. “They are all good. Why did you do this? How did you do this?”

“Ah, as for that. Once, a long time ago, I wanted someone to do this for me, so now, I do it for others. It’s a side hustle, as it were.”

Drin whispered, “How did you get away?”

“Well, dear Drin. I had to die.” She smiled and then walked out of the lab, swiping her way out, door by door. When she got to the elevator, she leaned against the wall.

Kritz was going to find ways to kill the shadows with projectiles or frequency weapons. Good for him.

When she saw Jienne, the woman was sitting near the counsellor. “Jienne, are you good to get a good night’s sleep?”

She looked at Ava with a watery smile. “I don’t think I will ever sleep again.”

“You will. Is she good to travel?” she asked the counsellor.

“Um. Yes. We will be in contact in the next few days. Just to finalize the reports.”

Ava smiled. “I will go with you as well.”

Jienne smiled in relief. “Thank you. Why are you being so nice to me?”

“Because when a lady can deep throat a cupcake in a public place, that is a skill that needs to be shared.”

Jienne laughed and nodded. “Fair enough. Thank you again.”

“Don’t thank me until you meet my pet. Nigel is a lot of love in a very large animal.”

Jienne got to her feet and said, “Ready when you are.”

Ava brought up Zera on coms. “I am taking her home. I have sent you my address. Stop by anytime.”

“Jienne, are you going back to work at Klauz’s?”

“I don’t think I can. I... don’t think so.”

Zera nodded. “I will tell Klauz to get another hostess in.”

“Thank you.”

Ava smiled. “If you want help matching her with a likely candidate, I can do that, and when she’s ready, she’s ready.”

Jienne looked at her. “Do you think I will ever be ready?”

“You just need to meet the right patron.”

Zera stared. “Are you willing to come by as match-assist again?”

“You seem to be making a hash of it, and if I get booted out, I can do it remotely.”

She moved to end the call.

“Wait? Is that a yes?”

Ava smiled. “I am here, aren’t I? Send me the new files. Dork.”

Zera’s blinding grin blipped out.

Ava held out her hand. “Come on. Let’s get somewhere that doesn’t have the vibe of a brothel in a mad scientist’s lab.”

Jienne laughed and took her hand. That was how Jienne had gotten her treatment on the way in. The shadow had been exhaled into the street, and it went right back to its master. That is when the moron decided to camp out outside the building. Too bad he wasn’t better at hide and seek.

They got into Ava’s car, and as they drove away, Jienne said, “You know, I thought I had a shadow stuck to me, but it’s gone now.”

“You don’t say.”

“You don’t seem the kind to hold hands with strangers.”

Ava grinned as she drove through the early hours. “I have a very nurturing side. Somewhere.”

Jienne chuckled. “You got him out of me, didn’t you?”

“I probably did. I also cleared out Drin and her guys.”

“How?”

“I have done it before, and it is likely that I will do it again.” She whistled softly as she turned off the main road toward her neighbourhood. She drove past Kritz and Arcady’s weekend home, went down a block, and then turned, heading past Ekron’s house, where the consortium lived, and Jienne gasped.

“This place is expensive!”

“Naw, that place is pricey.” She drove up to her gates, and they slowly swung open. “This place is expensive.”

Jienne exhaled slowly as they drove up toward the house and the gates closed behind them. “So, you are rich.”

“No, I work for my money. If you are born to it, you are rich. I am just successful.”

“Just?”

Ava laughed.

A huge shadow came and raced next to the car. Jienne gasped, and they screeched to a halt in front of the doors, and the big creature stopped in front of the vehicle. Ava put the vehicle in park and got out.

She closed the door and walked around the vehicle to hug the beast in front of them. Jienne slowly leaned out of the car. “Is it safe?”

“Jienne, this is Nigel. Nigel, this is Jienne.”

“What is... he?”

“He.” The booming voice came from the beast. Jienne jumped back and screamed.

Ava laughed and fell on her ass. “Oh, that never gets old.”

Nigel growled. “It isn’t funny. She’s terrified.”

Ava sighed and got to her feet. “Come on, Jienne. Nigel was made in the same lab I was. As soon as I could get him out, I did.”

“Lab?”

“Sure. I am Uraddan. I escaped nineteen years ago. I went back for Nigel twelve years ago, but he is hard to hide in the great outdoors. It’s easier to hide him in a city.”

Nigel murmured, “I like the trees here.”

She laughed and scratched under his chin. “Come on inside, Jienne. I don’t have a housekeeper. I have a ton of bots. Did you want food or just some rest tonight?”

“Rest, please. I had a long day. The long shifts in these heels are intense.”

“Righto. This way.”

Jienne said, “Is that a pool?”

“One of them. Thanks to grocery delivery, I can stay here ninety percent of the time. That is where the money shows up.”

“So, you invest other people’s money?”

“Not usually. I stick to my own. With other people, I can take what they wouldn’t mind losing and work with it, dumping any profit into a special account once a month. That way, only the initial money is ever at risk.”

Jienne paused. “Can you use five hundred and see what it does?”

Ava chuckled. “I can. Are you able to lose it?”

“I can always find another hostess job.”

“Fine. I will start working with it tonight.”

“Uh, don’t I need to give you authorization or something?”

“You just did.” She chuckled.

Half an hour later, Jienne was in one of the eighteen guestrooms and in the spare pyjamas that the room contained. She was showered, warm, fully clothed, and in an astonishingly comfortable bed.

Ava grabbed a computer, labelled it for Jienne, transferred the money into a holding account and five hundred of her own into the market. The numbers started climbing almost immediately. Ava grinned and closed the laptop.

Her little money engine was working. Time to get a bit of sleep for herself. “Up to cuddle, Nigel?”

He crawled up onto her bed and flopped on the other pillow, his three hundred and fifty pounds making a dip in the mattress.

Nigel grumbled. “We need to get you a mate, Ava.”

“Ha.” She pulled a pillow under her head. “They are messy, and you have to keep feeding them, or they get bitchy.”

“Like you.”

She snorted. “Stop being so accurate.”

He looked at her with his colour-shifting eye. He was a blend of canine, feline, bird, and something with scales, all of which blended into a human consciousness. “Are we staying for a while?”

“It depends on my meeting with the assessment team tomorrow. If they say I go, I go. It would be back to Daycross for us.”

“Etgar is fun to play chess with.” Nigel had a hopeful tone in his voice.

“Do you just want to go back to Daycross?”

He looked at her hopefully. “I was very happy there.”

“You are the wild beast of Daycross.”

He wiggled happily. “I know.”

“How do you get along with horses? They restarted the polo club.”

“I think I can make friends.”

“There are a lot of alphas skulking around now. They are the ones playing polo.”

“You could enjoy that.”

“They play to keep, and most of them are taken.” She chuckled. “Plus, I am a little old for that sort of thing.”

“You are in your thirties. You aren’t dead.”

She sighed. “I feel that way sometimes.”

“We are alive. We are free. Uradda is down, and its actives can have lives now as legal citizens of other countries. They are also finding out that building a whole bunch of active omegas was a fucked-up calculation.”

“And yet, you are here.”

She looked at him as their conversation relaxed her. “I am here.”

“Is she safe?”

“Yes. I have gone through her psyche several times to make sure that she is clear. She’s clear and horrified at what happened. It’s fine.”

“You have started her a fund?”

“Of course. I can see what she needs and get it to her. It’s what I do.”

“You are such a caretaker.”

“Don’t insult me, fuzz balls.”

He huffed and lay still. She followed and slept.

A heavy paw was on her shoulder. “Wake up, Avagail. You are screaming.”

“Oh, sorry. Back in the capitol.”

“Right. Put yourself back on your yacht and get back to sleep.”

Ava wiped the tears from her cheeks. “Right. Happy place.”

“How much are you sleeping, Ava?”

“Three or four hours a night. Sleeping in the day is easier, but we have a guest.”

“Right. You sleep. I will eat your nightmares.”

She nodded and focused on the sun, the waves and started shoving Hyreno off the boat. That was a good day.

She let that smug feeling carry her into sleep as dawn crept in through the drapes. She relaxed and was out before she hit the first Hyreno with a zodiac paddle.
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Chapter Three
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Around ten in the morning, she was making coffee when Jienne came down in her robe and pyjamas.

“Morning, Jienne.”

“Morning, Ava. Are you making breakfast?”

“That is part of the waking ritual, so yes. Lots of fruit, I am afraid. I am rather lazy.” Ava grinned. “Coffee?”

“Yes, please.”

She used the larger unit so the carafe could be put into use, and while that was happening, she started the stove to warm the pan and filled the toaster with soft white bread. The eggs were lined up for frying, and the bacon was in the bacon cooker, sometimes known as the air fryer.

Jienne sat on the stool near the kitchen counter and said, “If you get me the stuff, I can prep the fruit.”

Ava grinned and got the fruit out, setting it on the counter next to the sink. “Knives and cutting boards are in the drawer in front of you.”

Jienne nodded and got to work. Ava slid a bowl over for the fruit. “Do you want toast?”

“What kind of bread? Sorry. A few years at the restaurant made me a food snob.”

“Lemmee see.” Ava went to look and said, “White flappy bread.”

“Yes, please. I can’t look sourdough in the eye anymore, and rye just creeps me out.”

Ava laughed at the directness.

She put the bread in the toaster and got the eggs going. “Sorry, I just do soft scrambled.”

“Good with me. I actually slept last night. Thank you.”

“We are going to be having quite a few visitors today. After we eat, second door on the left is a wardrobe. Wear anything that you like that makes you feel comfortable.”

“Why do you have a wardrobe for me?”

“Oh, it’s my friend Keska’s, but she won’t be here until later.”

Jienne paused. “Will she mind?”

“Nope. Folks throw clothing at her constantly.”

“Is she naked?”

“No, she’s beautiful. Gorgeous. Stops traffic and has a mind like a steel trap. Creative as hell.”

“What?”

“You will see when she shows up in a few hours. Her sister is coming to help with the legal aspect of the situation.”

“A few hours?”

“The BDC is going to a tribunal regarding last night, and she is the one to judge. She’s very good at it.”

Jienne blinked. “What?”

“You will see. The BDC is being taken to task for letting your patron in.”

“Why are you doing that?”

Ava smiled and stirred the scrambled eggs. “The eggs? This is the only way I know to make them.”

“No, why will there be a tribunal?”

Ava took the eggs off the heat and added some chopped butter cubes. She split them between two plates. “You won’t have to attend. It is the actions of the corporation that put the tribunal into action. Your contract indicated that your patrons would be fully vetted and would pose no direct danger to you. He was not only a danger, but he also put you through situations that were strictly against your contract stipulations. They should have stopped it. It should never have happened.”

Jienne said, “I... thank you. This is helping.”

“No problem. This is what is supposed to happen. You were supposed to have bots with you if you panicked.”

“I physically didn’t. He kept me calm, but he also didn’t want me travelling with bots to the nightclub. I was supposed to be safe there.”

“You were. I am going to have a chat with Vikor about security for escorts in Hell. The bots will stay with the ladies from now on. A psychic trigger could have saved you the entire evening.”

Jienne nodded. “That would have been good.”

Ava buttered the toast and put bacon on the plates. Jienne put the bowl of fruit in the centre, and they each got a serving. Breakfast began with only one pause to grab coffee.

When the dishes were dealt with, Ava walked Jienne to the room where Keska kept some of her clothing. She changed height and weight depending on the impression she wished to make, so she had a lot of clothing.

They picked a sundress and underwear that surprisingly fit.

Ava smiled and went to her own room to pick out comfortable clothing. They were sitting outside when Nigel bounded up, looking cheerful. “The morning is bright, and breakfast was wonderful.”

“Thank you. I shopped for it myself.”

“Keep that butcher happy. They are a master.” Nigel gave her a serious look. “Whatever it takes.”

“I am not going to tip the butcher with sexual favours.”

Nigel sighed. “Fine, but if quality drops, you need to get on your knees.”

Jienne blinked. “Is he pimping you out for meat?”

“Yup. Quality well-marbled beef, to be specific. He eats about fifty pounds a week. The rest of the time, he keeps the wildlife on the property under control.”

Jienne blinked. “Right. Nigel, what are you, exactly?”

“A quadruped who can make a bed with hospital corners. Better than Ava can do.”

Ava shrugged and sipped at her coffee. “He isn’t wrong. Ah, here are our first guests.” She lifted the com and looked at the faces displayed. “Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen.”

Zera sighed. “They are here to make a formal apology, and so am I.”

“Where’s the big purple dork?”

“He said he was flying in.”

Ava cackled and sent the unlock key to the gate, and she gestured to Jienne to come with her. “They are here to make an apology. Torun likes to fly. He gets car sick but claims flying is just faster.” She was grinning widely. “Look up.”

They both looked up, and there was Torun and, nearby, Remark. “Keska calls it the bug zapper. I will turn it off for a moment.”

The two actives thudded onto the grass.

Torun got up and sighed. “Really, Ava?”

“Well, Keska thought it would be handy, and Caska looked up local ordinances. It’s legal.”

Torun lifted Remark to his feet, and Jienne hid behind Ava. Ava chuckled. “They aren’t mad, they just feel stupid. Torun feels extra stupid because I told him when the bug zapper went up.”

Torun winced. “She’s right. Five years ago, when Zera broke ground on the tower.”

Ava looked to the left. “Nigel. You might want to head outside for a few minutes until folks get settled. These ones are already coming in nervous.”

Nigel huffed and walked off the patio. “They had better be polite.”

Torun nodded. “Nigel.”

“Purple asshole.” Nigel nodded, and then he began a slow lope into the trees at the back of the property.

Torun winced. “He still doesn’t like me.”

“You called him a scruffy food sucker who licked his own balls. You dream you were that flexible.”

Jienne was startled into a snicker. Torun looked at her, and she hid behind Ava.

Ava sighed. “I am not a really good human shield, Jienne. Come on, let’s let the others in and have a conversation.”

She showed Jienne where to sit and went to open the front door. She looked at Zera. “Come in.”

She moved aside and walked over to the love seat, where Jienne was sitting nervously. A specific ping on Ava’s wristband made her grin. Caska’s timing was right on. She came in with Keska behind her. They didn’t need to ring in. They lived here.

They took their positions behind Ava. Zera’s eyes went wide. “We are doing this now?”

“Oh, yes. You are here, Torun is here, Ava and Keska are here.” Caska chuckled. “Susara is still at the capitol, so she can come in via com.”

Keska nodded and spoke softly, “She’s standing by.”

Zera sighed. “Keska, can you?”

The gadget freak nodded and dropped a small puck into the room. A woman who looked cheerful, sexy, and pink appeared.

Zera sighed. “I want that projector.”

Keska shrugged. “I want to eat without getting full. Get used to disappointment.”

Zera groaned. “I am sorry I forgot your birthday.”

Keska crossed her arms. “Not sorry enough.”

“What about the toy that I let Vikor use on Drin? It stopped working.”

Ava saw Drin perk up. “The toy?”

Keska snorted. “We never came to an agreement on royalties. You are too busy fucking around.”

Zera blushed.

Torun looked offended. “She’s busy with admin.”

Zera sighed. “That is what she refers to as fucking around. She doesn’t like paperwork.”

Keska shrugged.

Vikor murmured, “I am confused.”

Keska chuckled. “Good look for you. I make the gadgets. The bots. The small helpers that are easing the good people of this modern age through their days. Mostly. Zera makes weapons. I make toys. All kinds of toys.” She looked at Drin.

Drin blushed.

Caska said, “If the Elf Star Consortium has something to say, they should say it now.”

Jienne cringed.

Ava smiled as the twins put their hands on Jienne’s shoulders. “Don’t worry, Jienne. They don’t put up with much. Do you want me to bring Nigel in?”

Jienne blinked and smiled. “Would you?”

Ava chuckled and whistled softly.

The huge creature came in on silent paws.

Ava said, “Jienne needs some support.”

“Got it.”

Ava chuckled as those who hadn’t met Nigel stared. The creature sat next to Jienne. Ava smiled. “Okay, you can speak with her.”

Vikor got up and walked over. “Miss Jienne, I am very sorry that you came to harm under my roof. I was under the influence of the patron, but I should not have requested that the hub not to give you a bot to protect you. Our protocols are being changed to insist on the distress protections the BDC has put in place. No weaselling out of it to give patrons a chance to be bad actors. That was our mistake, and our culpability will be included in our compensation for you. It will not happen again.”

Jienne swallowed. “Thank you. That’s comforting, I guess.”

He sighed. “I am sorry.”

She nodded, and Drin walked up and put out her arms, and Jienne got up for the hug. Nigel watched as the next apology was given.

Ekron wasn’t an ass for a change. Techor was extremely remorseful because it was he and Remark that had ripped her mind open. They were both very sincere.

Jienne nodded and then swallowed when Klauz was standing in front of her.

“Jienne, I am so very sorry that I was in your mind like that. Please don’t quit.”

She blushed. “I have to, and you know exactly why.”

He stroked her shoulder. “Why?”

Nigel growled loudly, and Klauz dropped his grip.

“I am sorry.”

Jienne sighed. “Klauz, every time you look at me now, you will remember that night, and you will feel the need that I didn’t let myself express. Do you have any idea how humiliating that will be to me? That is a very dangerous and depressing situation. I just want to go and start over somewhere.”

She looked up at him, his purple skin looking a little sallow.

Ava looked at him and paused. “Jienne, did you want to talk to the consortium? Nigel can keep track of you, making sure that they are on their manners, and we need to start our little discussion about BDC policy and culpability.”

Ekron asked, “Why is Torun here?”

Ava smiled. “He’s a shareholder.”

Jienne nodded and got up. Nigel came with her, and they walked out to the backyard.

The consortium followed, looking relieved but sombre. Klauz extended his hand, and Jienne took it.

Ava nodded and nodded to Keska. “Bring Cabree on, please.”

Keska got her on the com, and then she tossed a disk to the ground. Cabree was standing there, looking as if she were physically present. “Morning, everybody. I hear there was a colossal fuck up?”

Caska walked over to sit in a singular chair. “I am here today to make sure that everything is covered.”

Keska walked over to the side of the room with Cabree, Zera, and Torun.

Ava got up and dimmed the lights, showing the projection of the events and the description of what happened to Jienne.

Zera rubbed her face, and Ava saw that she was crying when Jienne slunk away into the night. “He made stipulations, and we have started giving in to the patrons. That will stop today. No more lack of cloaks, no more optional masks, no more meeting with other patrons if it isn’t authorized in advance with the patron and escort and other patron. The guard bots are no longer optional. Ever.”

Keska nodded. “A bot could have had her wrapped when her mind broadcast distress. The problem was that he was inside her mind, projecting pleasure and pushing out to where it was all that the other patrons could see. That was how he used her to get into their heads.”

Cabree said, “I can write a program to detect flickers of signal, and the ladies can be trained to emit a detectable pattern.”

Zera blinked. “Fuck. Yes. That would work. Even thinking a simple numeric code will do it.”

Keska nodded. “I have gotten the bot units small. If the ladies and gents are using the cloaks, I can create a decorative trim for the cloak that will turn into the protection bot.”

Zera sighed. “Can you demonstrate?”

Keska reached into her pouch. She pulled out a disk that was two inches wide and a quarter of an inch thick. Ava smiled as she juggled it and opened a small tablet, typing in commands.

Keska held it in her hand and said, “Okay, someone, scare me.”

Torun blinked and shook his head. “Nope.”

“Fine. One, two, three.”

The disk expanded and wrapped around Keska with an exoskeleton.

Zera whispered, “How do you get them so small?”

“I want one to fit in my pouch. If this thing had a delivery spot, it would get me out of here right now.” Keska nodded. “I will work with Susara on designs.”

Zera nodded.

Avagail said, “I will run more thorough backgrounds on patrons. Invasive ones. No more trusting the shallow dives. I am going to have someone interview their fucking fourth-grade teacher. Their grandma is getting a call.”

Ava saw Caska’s lips twitch.

Cabree nodded. “I will create an identity-confirming program. It will double check descriptions and finances going back twenty years.”

Keska asked, “Can it check associates?”

“Oh, good idea. I will get that to you in two days.”

Keska nodded. “Zera, I will need test subjects.”

Zera paused and nodded. “Right. Where do you want to test them?”

Keska chuckled. “The Dekkor live range is going quiet for the weekend. That would be a great place to test them. Cabree, as soon as you get me that program, I will let Zera know so that we can do this.”

Cabree nodded. “How soon can you integrate it?”

“Should be able to get it in within six hours.”

Ava looked to Caska. “Are the steps being taken sufficient?”

Caska looked at them. “Legally, you are covered. These are all reasonable responses to the situation. Another event and I will not be the ruling body that you are facing. It will be a formal and very public hearing. This report will be sent to the BDC archives. Protect your escorts, Zera. They are your focus on making friends around the world.” Caska nodded. “Final ruling is one point two million to Jienne for the danger you put her in by bending your own rules. With her uneasiness at working for Klauz again, she will need to get a new job or retrain.”

Zera nodded. “Accepted.”

Ava smiled. “I will go and bring her the offer. If she wishes to counteroffer, we will know right away.”

Ava got up and walked out to where the consortium was talking softly and politely with Jienne, and she was showing no signs of stress as she was speaking with Klauz. Nigel was sitting on his haunches nearby, nice and alert.

“Jienne, I have an offer of settlement from the BDC.”

Jienne nodded and walked over to her. Ava simply showed her the number. “This is simply compensation for the dangerous situation you were in and the discomfort of the corrective actions.”

Jienne blinked. “Wow. So, I get that now?”

“As well as the settlement from Vikor because he followed the suggestion not to allow a protective bot inside, and Techor and Remark, who yanked your mind open.”

“Right.” She shuddered.

“So, if you accept, we just need to do it in front of the legal representative. Caska.”

“Okay.”

They headed inside, where Jienne was properly introduced to Caska, who explained that if Jienne needed any assistance relating to the assault, the BDC would still help.

She nodded, asked a few quiet questions, and then agreed to the settlement.

Zera signed, and Ava signed as the financial overseer. The transfer was begun immediately, and Jienne got a call from her financial institution a moment later. When she confirmed she was expecting a legal payout and was content with a seven-day hold, everything was done.

When it was done, her knees were wobbly. “Now what?”

“Now, you get to decide what you want to do. You can go on a vacation, pay off some bills, spend time with family, or see if you want to take any classes. Heck, you can even buy a house in a nice area.”

Jienne nodded. “Do I have to leave right away?”

Ava shook her head. “No, of course not, but you will have to put up with the twins. They are in today since they had to leave their regular jobs for this.”

Keska was talking with the projection of Cabree, and she looked over. “I have to get back to work. There is a tournament, and my poor machines are taking a beating.”

Jienne said, “What do you do?”

Zera snorted. “She makes and repairs tiny machines. That’s her activation.”

“And Zera is all butthurt because I am not going to be exclusive to Z Corp. Making sex toys for actives isn’t exactly mentally challenging. Even making the jewel clasps that Drin is wearing was only the work of half a day.”

Torun grumbled, “And Zera is upset that Keska won’t be an escort.”

Zera snorted. “She doesn’t need to be legal like Caska. I know it isn’t readily obvious, but Keska takes your breath away when she’s all dressed up.”

Keska grinned. “She’s right. I am fucking stunning. Oh, Kritz found our genetic donors, Caska.”

Caska looked over. “Really? Nice. Anyone we know?”

“Yup. The Blade of Uradda and the eternal Aluhara. I don’t know how we are made of two girls, but here we are.”

Zera blinked. “You are related to Nelith?”

Keska chuckled. “Yah.”

“Does she know?”

“Nope. I got the results this morning when I was working on one of Kritz’s micro screwdrivers.”

Zera said, “I thought you would be excited.”

“Why? You know our situation. We know Nelith’s situation, and I am guessing that Aluhara has a slow-aging factor. No wonder they wanted more of them. I just wish we had gotten out earlier. Escaping when we were five was five years too late.”

Caska smiled. “At least we were cute enough to get adopted.”

Keska nodded. “And we got neat names. I like mine.”

Torun snorted.

Zera sighed. “Well, this is a traumatic day for me.”

Jienne snorted.

Cabree laughed. “The women around her are suddenly changing, and it’s rough for her. She will adapt. Probably when my little one wants to talk to Auntie Zera.”

Zera grinned. “How is it coming?”

“Good. The sun here is keeping me nice and warm.”

Keska snorted. “Right. The sun.”

Ava laughed with the rest, and Cabree grinned, then made her farewells before Keska deactivated the projection unit and put it back in her pouch. She had already deactivated the escape unit for the escorts.

Jienne looked to Keska. “Can you come out with me to say goodbye to the consortium?”

“Sure.” Keska smiled.

Ava watched Jienne straighten up next to the smaller woman. It was only an inch or two, but it seemed to help Jienne’s posture. She was pulling herself up that extra inch.

Keska just ambled along in her work gear and dirt smudges with the fifteen braids along her scalp. The braids hid her ear tips, and the smudges were strategic to conceal the stunning features she was born with.

Ava needed to talk to Zera and Caska, so she stopped watching the others. There was a bit of business that needed to be attended to.
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Chapter Four
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Keska looked at Drin’s cuffs and said, “Are you having any trouble with the closure mechanism?”

Drin frowned. “Um, I don’t actually do it. Vikor is the one to ask. He pays attention.”

Keska laughed and looked at the devil behind Drin’s shoulder. “So, do you find any difficulty accessing the features? They were a fun project, but I had to do it fast because the jewellers forgot they would need me.”

Vikor blinked. “You made them?”

“The mechanism. And the toy Zera gave you to use on her.”

“It stopped working after a while.”

“I programmed it for twenty-four hours of use for its first trial. Zera hates to read instructions.” She smiled. “I was supposed to get the performance records, but Zera just said it worked and to move on, so I dropped that product line and moved on.”

Vikor blinked.

“Yeah, she’s still upset about that.” She smirked.

“And you aren’t working on that line.”

“Nope. If she wants to send me the data, not a problem. But you can’t expect someone like me to work without feedback.”

Vikor nodded. “Could I ask for direct items?”

“What, like bondage cuffs that get stronger but remain comfortable when she’s thrashing like a caught fish?”

Drin blushed and grinned. “Ours keep breaking, and the heavy-hitter cuffs are kinda hard.”

“I can add them to my to-do list. No guaranteed dates. Price will be about fifteen thousand for something that will hold you or any of your party comfortably. I like to safe-word release them. It makes for faster ends to confinement.”

Vikor frowned and asked a few questions.

Keska answered, and the other males of the consortium gathered around her, minus one.

* * * *
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Jienne smiled as the questions flew toward Keska, and when the hand on her arm caught her attention, she was eased away from the grouping. Nigel moved with her.

Klauz looked down at her. “Why can’t I feel what you want?”

She smiled. “Two reasons. The first is that you are sated and that always limits your senses, and the other is that I am afraid to want anything right now.”

He sighed. “Nothing like this has ever happened before.”

“Tell me about it. May I have a kiss? Will it interfere with your attachment to Drin?”

“No. We have an open contract. More could be added if a need is determined.” As he stepped closer, he touched her cheek.

She lifted her head to him, and he kissed her softly. The press of his lips was warm, but she tasted Drin and felt disappointment. Right. A crush was just a crush. She touched his neck, and he lifted his head.

She smiled. “That worked well to kill the fantasy.”

He blinked. “It did?”

“I have an acute sense of taste.”

He paused. “Oh.”

“Yeah. I will go through the therapy and then see if the BDC can find me a new dance partner.”

“Did you have other patrons?”

“No, the creep was my first.”

He said, “Not your first lover.”

“Thankfully, no. That would truly have been depressing.”

Klauz sighed. “We will miss you.”

“I am a hostess, not a chef or even a server. You just need someone pleasant with a tolerance for having her ass grabbed by the great and good of the city.”

“You kept people happy if they had to wait. People feel good around you. That is an important skill.”

“That is my activation. All I can do is calm people down at close range. It isn’t really an important thing.”

Klauz opened his mouth, and Jienne said, “Drin does that for you already.”

He snapped his mouth shut.

“I need to find someone who wants me as much as you want her. It’s a tall order.”

Klauz sighed.

“If you are so busy looking for other women who don’t demand anything of you, I think it says more about you than you are thinking.”

He blinked. “I hadn’t considered that.”

“I know.” She patted his arm. “Can I get a good reference?”

Klauz sighed. “Absolutely.”

“And don’t make it weird.”

He laughed. “Less attainable.”

She sighed and hugged him. “Thanks for being taken.”

He chuckled and returned the hug. “Thanks for not hating me.”

“I hated myself way more than I could ever hate you.”

“Why?”

“I don’t put myself on display... ever.”

“Strange hobby then.”

“Until last night, my patron was always sweet. I gave him back all the pleasure he caused.” Jienne sighed. “I would like to go back to that a little and to see how things can change with how they authorize patrons.”

Klauz said, “You think they will?”

“Yeah. I don’t know who Avagail is, but she put her foot down, and the other ladies were just as serious.”

“Other ladies?”

“Keska and Caska.”

Techor came over. “That was Caska?”

Jienne nodded.

He flushed and walked toward the house.

Jienne looked at Nigel. The creature shrugged. “They can take care of themselves. Trust me.”

Jienne nodded. “Okay.”

Caska came out with Techor, and they spoke quietly.

Nigel chuckled. “Caska was one of his teachers at law school. She looked different then, but she’s been teaching for fifteen years.”

“How old is she?”

Nigel huffed. “The twins are thirty-four. The law is her activation.”

Jienne asked, “How did they meet Ava?”

“They helped break her out of the lab with me. Imagine two six-year-olds looking around a facility full of folks who tear the lab subjects apart with regularity, and they were calling around to see if anyone could find their friend.”

Nigel sighed. “I was the bonus. Keska disabled the security system, and we were on our way.”

Klauz asked, “Lab?”

“Uraddan splicing lab. They had to separate their operations to keep them from being wiped out. Did you know that Keska can make bombs that only activate with the pressure of specific weights? Like, within a pound.”

Jienne looked at Keska, who was measuring the height from Drin’s collarbone to forehead. She looked like she was in her early twenties and not ten years older. Her fingers were moving constantly, and when she was done, she pressed a small object to her forehead, and it framed her face. She said, “Fire, fire, fire.”

The small item unfolded, turned into an armature, and folded her into a seated position before it cruised around the yard.

She sat and said, “Water, water, water.”

Jienne watched as the surround folded in and dropped into a small charm in Keska’s hand. Keska grinned. She opened her com. “Cabree, I got my part done.”

There was a lot of laughing and cursing on the other end of the line, and then Keska put the small item into her pouch.

Jienne looked at her, and Keska winked. “Jienne, what are you doing today?”

“Why?”

“I thought you might want to experiment with other occupations. I can show you what it looks like behind the scenes at the live ranges.”

“I think I am borrowing your clothes right now, so I don’t have anything to change into unless I go home.”

“I have more stuff for you. You interested?”

Jienne nodded. “Yes, please.”

“Excellent. Nigel, you are off duty. Go romp.”

Nigel got to his feet and bolted toward the woods.

Keska nodded. “He is trying to unionize the local squirrels to put all of the nuts in Ekron’s pool.”

Jienne laughed and grinned when Ekron heard it and stomped over to Keska. “Is that why those little bastards are constantly in my yard?”

“They don’t like being called little bastards, and Nigel is a tremendous leader. Very charismatic.” Keska looked up at him. “You two should chat.”

Ekron looked down at her. “I know you from somewhere.”

“Probably. I have been around.” Keska grinned.

He frowned. “Can you get them to stop?”

“Ask Nigel.”

“He isn’t here?”

“Make an appointment.” She smiled brightly.

“For Nigel?”

“Absolutely. He’s a registered occupant of the household. He’s a non-standard active by classification.”

“Oh. I suppose I have been rude.”

“And you have been having a lot of sex outside where he can see through the fence. Just a hint as to why nuts are on his mind.” Keska whirled and waved to those assembled. “Coming, Jienne?”

Jienne nodded and followed her, nodding to the consortium in the back yard.

They walked inside. Keska spoke to Ava, who nodded with a grin. Keska waved at Zera and Torun but only used one finger.

Jienne wanted to know the story behind that particular signal. Neither of the two targets seemed upset, so that had to have history behind it.

Keska looked at her when they got to the wardrobe room. “So, are you wondering about the feud between Zera and me?”

“Uh, yeah. It’s... odd. Everybody likes her.”

“Hm. Yes and no. Zera was inspiring, and she’s excellent at weapon design and biotech. She’s focusing on weapons design at first with Z Tech, and I don’t do weapons, so I signed up for the BDC before numbers were a thing. Caska tried it as well, but it wasn’t really her thing. We were the proto-escorts. I created the masks and the defense robots. Caska wrote up the charters that gave us the option to operate in sixteen different countries using their own regulations, and Zera ran them through all of the governing bodies. We were the weird little gremlins behind the scenes while Ava made the money to make everything look viable and create the hub in the capitol.”

Keska pulled some casual clothing out of the racks and wardrobes, including shoes. “Here you go.”

“So, what happened? She asked you to make weapons?”

“She began to give me lists of items she would like created, and at that point, I knew she was using me to create the weapons prototypes, which was fine, but I don’t know how I make my stuff. I make it; I fix it. I can’t make more than one. Each item on an escort cloak is going to be individual, but I don’t mind that because I can make them look different.”

Jienne unzipped her dress. “You are an artist.”

“Yeah. Zera never really got that. Hence the flipping off. But I get a ton of money from the BDC for my support tasks, and I spend my free time working for the live ranges with a few patrons designing environments. I do the attack bots for solo stuff and the camera bots that broadcast on our livestreams.”

Jienne got dressed. “So, why am I coming along?”

“We can always use someone who can do front of house and calm bruised egos. That pays really well when you are dealing with actives all day.” Keska chuckled.

“Oh. Right.”

“Come, see the vibe and know that you will always have backup. At the very least, get away from the folks here. You can use a new environment for a few hours.”

Jienne nodded and smiled as she pulled the Salat and Khytten tee over her head. “How does that look?”

Keska chuckled. “Like one of my people. Shall we? We can get lunch while we are out.”

“Sure.”

They headed downstairs, and Keska said, “Ava, I am heading to work and taking Jienne on a ride-along.”

Ava nodded and waved. “Make sure she gets lunch.”

Keska gave her a thumbs-up, and they headed outside to a gathering of vehicles. She walked over to a rich-red low-slung sports car and opened the door for Jienne. Jienne got into the sports car and buckled up.

Keska got behind the controls, buckled up, and smiled. “Don’t worry. I keep the speed for the track. Nice car though. This is the road-safe prototype.”

“Wait. So, you design vehicles?”

“I design everything. In this case, the engine assembly and transmission. I had a friend do the exterior. He prefers black, but I snuck out with some spray paint. After that, he had it properly painted.”

They began to glide forward silently, slowly making their way down the long drive. When the gate opened, Jienne smiled. “It is silent. That’s an expensive motor.”

“Naw, I made it out of junk while eating tortilla chips. I should have cleaned my hands more frequently, but I managed.”

Jienne laughed softly. They were soon on the main road, and the car glided under expert hands.

Jienne asked, “So, why live ranges?”

“Because actives need a place to let it loose. When Cas and I were in Uradda, we were watched every minute of every day. We only learned about Ava when they brought us out for assessments. Nigel was a complete surprise.”

Jienne murmured, “So, you all escaped together?”

“Yes, and no. We escaped at the same time but not together. It wasn’t until we all ended up in the special actives foster care centre that we laughed and hugged. Even Nigel.”

“You were children.”

“Yes.”

“You broke out anyway.”

“Absolutely. They were trying to make another Blade of Uradda. We didn’t want that to happen, so we left. Ava and Nigel had the same idea. It just happened to be on the same night at the same time. We split the guards and made a run for it.”

Jienne asked, “How did you do that as children?”

“We had no choice. One of us was about to be tortured as an incentive for the other to do their best, and then they were going to switch and see which one of us would make the right energy signature.”

“Oh. I am sorry.”

“It was what it was. We are here now. We are safe, and we are doing well.”

“You live with Avagail?”

“All of us live here. There are multiple wings to the house. My wardrobe is just there because I bought it myself before the BDC took off. I lost my position as an escort, so I took my equipment home.”

“Your clothing.”

“The only equipment an escort needs aside from their own body.”

Jienne blushed. “Yeah, I am not sure about that.”

“You know the masks?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you know where they came from?” They were weaving through traffic gracefully.

“From the necessity of hiding the patron’s identities.”

“If we just wanted that, we could make them wear the masks. No. Ancient cultures like the Bennari use heavy makeup for their courtesans. The covering covered blushes and gave anonymity to the courtesans, male or female. The masks were built on that, and I used the memory frequency that I emit to blur the memories of the night. So we copied that and built it into the masks.”

“How did he follow me?” Jienne wrapped her arms around herself. “He wasn’t supposed to be able to follow me.”

“The BDC location is a well-known secret, and he just followed your transport. The security of the building held.”

Jienne nodded. “Right. It did.”

Keska drove through the traffic and took them to the Dekkar live range. “Have you ever been to a live range before?”

“No.”

“It’s sort of like an escape room but with the option for live rounds or using an activation. It is a lot of fun to watch.”

“I am a little nervous.”

“Don’t worry. I’ve got you. You won’t be on your own no matter what.”

“Thanks.”

“First stop will be to show you the change rooms and rest rooms. They have force locks. No one can follow you in once you trigger the lock.”

“Okay. That’s a good tip.”

Keska grinned. “Okay, here we go. Stay close. There are peacekeeper training runs. They get a little excited.”

Jienne stayed close, and as they entered the shop, the roar of the excited crowd swamped her. She kept close to Keska, and they walked toward the clerk, who was watching the range images and keeping the list of the next groups up to date.

“Hey, Minno. This is Jienne, and she is following me today. She had a career shift and needs to reboot.”

Minno nodded. “Welcome. Trust Keska. She’s really good at what she does.”

Jienne smiled. “I do.”

Keska nodded. “Okay, we are starting in my office.”

Keska shepherded her to the door behind the counter and down a hallway lined with images of those who had beaten the range on a regular basis. There were several images of Salat and Khytten, Blackout, Gorith’s angel, and Gorith made up just a few.

Keska opened a door that had Mechanic’s office on it to a wonderland of bots and structures that gave a weird, fantastical appearance to things.

“What the hell?”

Keska grinned. “The government is allowing a day of celebration for Uraddan citizens. They want to have a parade, so these are part of the dreams of freedom float. An active is coming in ten days to load them onto the float. I can’t lift the fuckers.”

Jienne looked at what she now recognized as dreams of holding hands, having families, and using their activations. “Oh, I think I am gonna cry.”

Keska walked to where there were two office chairs on rollers. Neither had arms nor backs.

“Don’t cry. Come and chat with me while I fix the bots from the last few rounds of clients.” She took the first bot and touched it. The lights began to blink, and the machine whirred up and went to store itself on a shelf.

“So, you just touch them?”

“I have focused telekinesis and can use it for fine repairs. That’s my activation.” She grinned. “Well, one of them. All of the lab-grown ladies have a certain stacking of energies.”

Jienne blinked. “Oh. What number were you?”

“Ah, that. I was Escort Tek. We were before numbers. We made the rules that made the patrons behave.” She sighed. “Usually. There were events even with us when we needed to get away from them in a hurry.”

“What did you do?”

She chuckled. “In those days, we called a team. They came in, and the patron got a talking to. We weren’t allowed to show our stuff.”

“Speaking of show, I can’t describe what you look like. I try, but my mind won’t do it.”

Keska snickered. “Yeah, that happens. I am five eleven with black hair with gold strands in it. Those are handy. We are the blends of both progenitors.”

“You grew up in care?”

“Sort of. We had a guardian but were allowed to direct our own studies. We blew through all the courses in a matter of months and ended up being eleven in university. We continued our education via distance learning while we got emancipated, and Ava started playing with investments. After that, we were ready for contact from Zera. We chatted with her during university projects and agreed that the restriction of actives in the capitol was stupid, so we ran a project, tried it out. Made a more organized stab at it and took copious notes to prove the concept. We formed the Blind Date Corp and found out that there was a market for companionship and flat-out energetic sex.”

Jienne blinked. “Yeah. There is.”

They both laughed, and Keska kept working through the destroyed bots, restoring them and sending them off to the storage shelf.

At one point, ten bots rose and headed down a tunnel high in the wall.

Jienne said, “What’s that?”

“A single player. They fight the bots.”

“Can we watch?”

Keska tapped the counter of her workbench, and a huge display was in front of them. The bots got into place, and then the client emerged and started flying to find all the targets.

“Wow. You really don’t see the agents in casual clothing.”

“He just wants to work out some frustrations.”

“Wait, is this an alternative to the BDC?”

“Yup. Not everyone qualifies to be a patron. Some have trauma that is not dealt with. Some have issues with sex partners. Some have issues hiring a sex partner. There are financial restraints—though most governments are actually paying the bills for them—and some of the actives of all sexes are just jerks. The escorts don’t need to deal with that.”

A deep rumble came from behind them. “And some actives have physical restrictions and have to wait for a matching partner.”

Keska smiled. “Hey, Salat. This is Jienne. She had a rough night. Dex got involved.”

“Oh, that’s her, huh?”

Jienne’s heart was pounding because she couldn’t see the demon cat of Aksalla.

“Salat, you might want to show yourself. Jienne is about to have a coronary.”

Salat appeared in front of them.

Jienne said, “You knew where he was.”

“Yup. It’s a frequency thing.” Keska smiled and kept working.

Salat said, “So, Kes, do you have those special target drones for me?”

“Yup. Do you have the waiver filled out?”

He smiled and lifted up a tablet.

Keska took it and looked at the signatures. She nodded and wheeled back from her bench, bringing out a black case. She opened it and turned it toward Salat. He grinned and rubbed his hands together. “This will be a present that I can show her in public.”

Keska laughed. “Yeah, the triplets ruined the surprise on the other one.”

He grinned. “They are so adorable. When the twins or triplets start dating, we are going to take their dates to the range to show what Khytten can do. Just to keep that idea in their mind. If Khytten can’t, Nelith is going to come in as acting Grandma, and Lyric is going to do the I know where you live seer stuff.”

Keska laughed. “What about Baola?”

“She can see them coming.”

“Then, she needs to stand up.”

He froze and then smacked a hand to his face. “I despise your sense of humour.”

“I know. It’s why I don’t do standup.”

Jienne was watching the back-and-forth. “You are friends.”

“Yeah. More or less. Now, this wide disk is the projection field that will keep them and bullets from getting away. This little disk goes on the person firing, so if anything bounced back and takes them down, it shuts off the forcefield so help can be administered.”

“Nice. That will be helpful, but we are using non-fatal rounds for this one.”

“Sensible.”

Salat smiled. “You are invited to the party.”

“Thanks, but I need a guarantee that everyone would be keeping their clothing on. Oh, I got family news today. Our genetics match Nelith. Well, not Nigel. But yeah, we match Nelith and Aluhara. Both. Freaky, huh?”

Salat blinked. “No way.”

“Way.” She clipped the case shut and said, “There are instructions in your inbox. Please read them before letting your beloved go nuts.”

Salat grinned. “You know I am going to contact Nelith, right?”

“She has dozens of girls. Three more won’t make much difference. Nigel wasn’t on the roster.”

Salat snorted. “That’s a good thing. You do realize that once this is confirmed, you will also have an auntie, nieces, and nephews. And that includes my kids.”

“That won’t be weird at all.”

Salat grinned. “It means Sunday dinners, lots of kids’ birthdays, and Nigel can come out and have a solid run across the landscape.”

“He can do that at the house. You just want him to give the kids pony rides.”

Salat shrugged. “Maybe. He’s the right size.”

“Fine. Run the little tests. Do the things. I will be where I always am, wrist deep in shredded metal.”

He grinned. “Thanks, partner.”

“Shut up and go claw someone up.”

Jienne looked at Keska. “Aren’t you excited about meeting family?”

“I have family. The ones who came through hell with me and out the other side. They are my family. The others can be relations, but I don’t know about family.”

Salat smiled. “Their little grouping is rather insular.”

Jienne tried to broadcast generosity toward Keska, and Keska tsked. “Jienne, don’t do that. This is your only warning.”

Jienne winced. “Sorry. I have a lot of family, and it feels wrong not to want to know them.”

“That is you. My closest family is my twin, Ava, and then some lab equipment. Nigel is a second cousin. The first time I was assaulted by a psychic, he spent two days assaulting me and then tried to take off with me. Now, I will issue one warning, and if you try to sway my thoughts again, you will be pinned to the floor, and peacekeepers will arrive to haul you off for medical care. You will need it.”

Jienne blinked. “I am sorry. I didn’t know.”

“That is why I volunteered to take you away from other things today. I was a puppet used to hurt my family once as well, but if you want to follow in your patron’s footsteps, you aren’t going to survive long.”

Jienne felt waves of remorse. “I didn’t know.”

“Why should you have known? That is the point. Last night’s events have made you stronger. You fought against it, and you fought hard. That expands your activation. With your instincts, you tried to move me toward your own inclination. I am protected against that move. I have been exposed to a lot of psychics, and I can hold my own with them.”

“So, where do I get treatment?”

“You get training. It’s different. At the restaurant, you eased people into calm because you needed them to be calm. Today, you wanted me to reach out to family because your family pushed you away the moment your activation was confirmed. They are there but distant. So, you need training to confirm that your will doesn’t win. That is our next stop.”

Salat was looking at them with his claws out. “You good, Keska?”

“I am good. I am taking Jienne to meet Sorooth. I promised to make sure she had lunch. Let me just finish these bots.”

She waved her arm, and the bots assembled themselves, lit up, and flew to the shelf. She looked at Jienne. “Now, let’s wash up and get going for lunch.”

“Wait. We are going for lunch after that?”

“Sure. I have eaten with people trying to kill me. An emotional push is nothing.”

Salat laughed. “Where are you going?”

“The dim sum place. Sorooth will meet us there in twenty.”

“Nice. Do you mind if Khytten and I pop by in forty minutes?”

“Are the kids with you?”

“Nope. Mom is taking them on a tour of the prefect’s offices for a few hours. Dad is there to help the nannies.”

Keska nodded. “Fine. I will tell Sorooth you are joining us.”

“I will do it. I am getting better at this communicating stuff.”

“See you there.”

Jienne followed her guidance, took turns in the ladies’ room in the workshop, then walked back into the bustling lobby, and Keska grinned. “I am hoping to bring her back today. She can check out the ins and outs of dealing with these enthusiastic clients.”

The clerk grinned and waved them off.

Jienne was still grappling with what Keska had said. They returned to the car and were soon on their way. Jienne had some things to think about.
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Chapter Five
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The hostess saw Keska and smiled. “This way, miss. He’s waiting.”

Keska nodded to Jienne and gestured for her to go first after the hostess.

The man they walked toward was in a very large booth with a turntable in the centre of the booth. Sorooth got to his feet and shook Jienne’s hand. “So, you are the little wren who is hatching.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

Keska sighed. “New activation, Jienne. He means you need instruction.”

Jienne blinked. “Oh. Right. I suppose I do.”

He eased her into the booth and turned to face Keska. He took both of her hands in his and rubbed her knuckles with his thumbs. “I have missed you.”

“I have been busy. I was setting up some gadgets for the new occupants of Daycross.”

He smiled. “Daycross, you say?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“I have been asked to return to our polo club for bouts against Daycross.”

“Does your horse complain a lot?” She looked into his black eyes with gold pupils.

He smiled. “I am a much better rider than I was.”

“Everyone improves with time if they practice.”

“I just took classes.” He smiled wryly.

That surprised Keska. “Oh. Well, what was your final score?”

He leaned in and whispered in her ear. “Top of the class all the way.”

She shivered, and he smiled. She sighed. “Right. Did Salat call you?”

“Yes. He’s bringing a few people with him if you want to get started.”

Jienne was looking at them with a big grin. Keska sighed. “It isn’t what you think.”

“I think he was a patron in the early days.”

Sorooth nodded. “It is exactly what you think.”

“And because he’s a psychic, he knew me again when we bumped into each other.”

He took his seat and moved over to pull Keska next to him. She was on the outside, which meant she was going to be greeting people.

“Who is Salat bringing?” Keska looked at the menu and circled her favourites.

“Khytten and a few others.” He chuckled, and his thigh pressed to hers.

“Delightful.”

He marked a few items and slid the sheet over to Jienne.

Jienne said, “I don’t know what most of this is.”

Keska chuckled. “What are your favourite things to eat?”

“Honestly? Burgers and fries.”

Keska snagged the page and ordered a few more items.

The server smiled at Sorooth and took the page. She said to him softly, “She really wants to come out.”

Keska froze. “She’s here?”

Sorooth nodded. “She’s here. She heard you were coming, and I could only keep her in the back for so long.”

Keska got to her feet and heard the patter of feet. “Mama!”

The ten-year old wrapped her arms around Keska, and she stroked her daughter’s hair. “Hey, Kessie.”

“Mama. When Daddy told me you were here, I had to see you.” Kessie looked up at her and smiled. “You don’t mind.”

“No, baby. I don’t mind.”

“Can I visit you today?”

“Yes, your dad will have to bring you to the house because I have my fancy car, and I didn’t know you were here. Daddy didn’t mention it.”

Jienne was staring at them. “You have a daughter?”

“We have a daughter, but Sorooth was in a far better position to raise her. And this is why the male patrons go to the doctor.”

Jienne blinked and laughed.

Kessie looked at her. “Who is that?”

“That is Jienne. She’s an active who had a very bad night last night, so Ava brought her home, and I took her to the live range behind the scenes so she could see what other actives do during the day.”

“And she wanted to goad me into pushing her.”

Keska smiled. “And it did work. What did we learn?”

“I am lucky you don’t have Nelith’s adaptation.”

Keska chuckled. She looked at Sorooth. “Scoot over. Kessie, between us.”

Kessie grinned and squished between her parents. Sorooth grimaced, and Keska laughed.

She looked at Jienne. “Sorooth is an excellent mind instructor. He can tell how much you need to learn and help with a plan.”

Kessie whispered, “Can I see Nigel?”

“Yes, you can. I will send your aunts and Nigel a note that we are going to be popping by for a visit.” She tapped it out on her com.

Jienne looked at them and said, “Why don’t you live together?”

Kessie smiled. “When I was born, the stronghold made lady actives wear power restrictors all the time, and their job was to have more babies. Mom didn’t want that. Dad didn’t want that. So, I live with him and see my grandparents a lot, but now, he is being asked to teach psychic moral courses at the Aksallan university so I can see Mom more.”

Keska looked at Sorooth. “You have a professorship?”

He nodded. “It starts in a few weeks. Just time enough to get Kessie into school.”

Keska hugged and kissed the top of her daughter’s head. “Do you need anything for school?”

Sorooth smiled. “She’s about to hit puberty, so if you could take her and give her the briefing, that would be helpful.”

Kessie whispered, “They explained it in school, but I don’t object to a refresher.”

Keska laughed, and the tea was brought for them. A few of the dishes arrived, and Sorooth distributed the chopsticks. They took small bowls, and Jienne watched them as they got started. Keska passed Sorooth her bowl, and he put in rice and covered it with a sigh and a lot of chilli sauce.

Keska grinned. “Aw, you remembered.”

He laughed, and everyone had their bowl to start, so the picking out of the bamboo steamers commenced.

They were already halfway through when Salat, Khytten, and two other familiar figures arrived. Sorooth sighed. “I have to greet them.”

Keska stood up, and Kessie pressed against her, holding her around the waist.

Khytten was shocked, and Salat was stunned. “I didn’t know she was with you today.”

Keska stroked Kessie’s arm. “Neither did I. Ah, Dmitri. That’s why he had to greet him.”

Nelith was standing and looking at her and her daughter. “You are one of the lab-born?”

“Yes. One of a set of three. My sisters are Caska and Avagail. This is my daughter, Kessie.”

Nelith looked at the girl with her features. “Hello, Kessie, I am your grandmother.”

Kessie hid behind Keska, but she slowly stuck her hand out.

Nelith grinned and took the little hand in hers.

Kessie whispered, “I’m hungry.”

“Okay, sweetie. Back into the booth, and you can help Jienne with her chopsticks.”

Kessie scooted over, and Khytten and Salat were still staring at her daughter. “Mom, why are they staring?”

“I don’t think they believed you were real.”

Kessie snorted, looked at them, and said, “Boo!” before stuffing dumplings in her face.

Keska grinned. “So very proud.”

Salat looked from her to Nelith to Kessie. “Holy shit. Those are some strong genes.”

Kessie had chipmunk cheeks as she grinned and mumbled, “And we are snappy dancers.”

Nelith laughed, bright and loud. Salat and Khytten scooted in, and then Nelith, and when Dmitri sat, Sorooth scooted in with his thigh warm against Keska’s. The server came with another menu, and the other half of the table made their choices. Dmitri did a lot of the ordering.

Nelith asked, “How long have you been out?”

“Twenty-seven years. We escaped when we were five.” She looked at Sorooth. “Yes, I know you are a year younger.”

She smiled, and he grinned, using his utensils left-handed as he slid the right along her thigh.

Dmitri chuckled. “Family trait.”

“What?”

“Younger men.”

Nelith sighed and kept eating.

Food came, and empty containers were removed as a table full of actives went through dish after dish.

Sorooth smiled. “Still eat the chicken palms?”

Keska held it up. “It’s called a foot.” She jammed the whole thing into her mouth and pulled it out as bones.

Jienne blinked. “I have never seen people eat those.”

Sorooth murmured, “That’s why Kessie doesn’t have any brothers or sisters.”

Keska grinned and ate another one while Salat and Dmitri laughed. She disposed of the second foot and continued with her dumplings and hot sauce.

Jienne said, “So, uh, does that mean you still have a relationship?”

Sorooth grinned. “Of course. We just couldn’t live in the same country until now. So, now she is a full citizen, and Kessie has dual citizenship with Aksalla and the Sethir. For the first time since Kessie was born, we can all be in the same city at the same time.”

Kessie nodded. “So we don’t have to meet in Daycross all the time, but we can because Daddy’s going to be playing horse golf again.”

Sorooth sighed. “Polo.”

Keska and Kessie shrugged at the same time. “Whatever.”

Jienne laughed along with everyone else.

Keska looked at Sorooth, and he looked very pleased with himself. “We still have to talk to Caska and Ava, you know.”

“I know, but I am extremely happy right now.” His hand squeezed her thigh.

“Not on your lap, so I will take your word for it.”

His hand froze and then moved up her thigh.

She laughed and passed Jienne another spring roll. She put her hand over his and patted it. “Finish your lunch, sweetie. You are in for a long day.”

He grinned. “I look forward to it.”

“Yeah, well, when I left earlier, Caska and Ava were tearing a hole in Zera after we all finished chewing on the Elf Star Consortium.”

Jienne blinked. “We can talk about that?”

Khytten nodded. “Yup. All involved in the BDC here. I am guessing Sorooth is going to teach you how to keep barriers up no matter the situation.”

Jienne blinked. “Oh. Right.”

“We all have training issues that we need to get through, and it just makes you a better active.” Khytten smiled. “Survival is a helluva drug.”

Nelith nodded. “She isn’t wrong. I would really like to meet the other two.”

Kessie looked at her seriously. “Not until mango pudding.”

Sorooth glanced at Keska. “I blame you for that.”

“I accept the blame.” She patted his hand.

Sorooth looked around. “Anyone else aside from the dessert addicts?”

Nelith raised her hand, and Khytten as well. Jienne hesitated, and then her hand went up.

The desserts were ordered, and Keska smiled. When they came out, she got two, and Dmitri and Salat stared at her. Salat said, “Hungry?”

Kessie giggled. “Watch.”

Keska took a single scoop out of the centre of the mango pudding after she pulled the spoon from between her lips. She slid the spoon and the dessert over to Sorooth, and he grinned and destroyed the dish in four bites.

She ate her own dessert, and Kessie explained, “If they can’t kiss because they are in public or around my grandma and grandpa, then he steals her spoons.”

Dmitri looked at Sorooth and said, “Your family is not happy about her?”

“They want more grandchildren, and Kessie is exceptional, and for me, it must be Keska.” He smiled. “She marked me and everything.”

Keska smiled. “That was an accident.”

“But it was a lot of fun.”

She sighed and covered her face. “You are responsible for so many of the BDC regulations, it isn’t even funny.”

He chuckled and moved his hand from her thigh to rub her back. “I know. Caska told me about it in depth.”

She sighed. “And Avagail set the pricing based on the housing and medical treatment. Plus, the maternity wardrobe.”

He rubbed her back again.

Kessie looked at them and smiled. “They have pictures together until they are holding me.”

Khytten blinked and wiped away a tear. “That is so sweet.”

Sorooth smiled. “Neither of us regretted her, so we wanted her to be celebrated. We meet in Daycross four times a year, but now, we can see her much more often.”

Keska grinned. “That we can, but I still own the house on Daycross.”

Kessie smiled. “I made a friend there, so that is good.”

Sorooth nodded. “Lii. Vallu’s niece.”

“Oh. Right. Khytten knows Vallu.”

Khytten grinned. “The family is very nice. Val is a healer, and she was number five on the capitol roster.”

Kessie looked at her. “What number were you?”

“Um, Eleven.”

Keska chuckled.

Nelith asked, “Keska, what number were you?”

“Um, I was before numbers. I was Escort Tek. There were three of us. Tek, Tal, Tak.”

Nelith laughed. “Really? All Uraddan?”

“Yup. You should ask Zera about how the BDC got its start. It was not a one-woman show.” She looked at Sorooth and said, “Ready to travel?”

He nodded and left to pay.

Keska looked at Jienne. “Enjoying being around actives in a family?”

“Yup. You were right. Pushing you was not a great idea.”

“Yes. Next time you get to find out how close me and Nelith actually are.”

Kessie whispered, “Can you do the thing?”

She folded a napkin quickly and handed it to Keska. She looked at the paper and started to flick her fingers, and when she was done, there was a strand of snowflakes.

Nelith stared at her with her mouth open. “You have blades?”

Keska winked.

Nelith looked at Salat. “Where are we going?”

He laughed. “I know the house well.”

Keska looked to Nelith. “May I have your com code? I can send you the address.”

They opened their coms and did an exchange of data. “Oh, nice rings.”

Nelith smiled. “The crowd offered them. We are planning an island family gathering, and I am wondering if you would attend?”

“Uh, sure. That sounds like the right way to have a gathering.”

“Kessie, would you come, too?”

“I have to ask Dad.”

Sorooth asked, “Ask me what?”

“Can we go to Nelith and Dmitri’s family gathering in the islands?”

He asked, “When is it?”

Dmitri smiled. “Next Sunday.”

“How long is travel?”

Nelith snorted. “If Mirror is being helpful, about three minutes.”

Dmitri smiled. “To bring one of your daughters and granddaughters to you, he will be helpful.”

“And me. My daughter does not travel without me.” Sorooth smiled.

Dmitri nodded. “Of course. Many of Nelith’s daughters are there. Most of them, actually. The ladies will be surrounded by relatives for the day.”

Keska smiled. “That sounds like fun.”

Sorooth asked, “Will you wear a dress?”

“Of course. It’s a party.”

Sorooth nodded to Dmitri. “We are definitely going. I miss those legs.”

Nelith covered her grin, and Kessie let out a stream of giggles.

Keska shrugged. “They are spectacular. Well worth a look.”

Kessie laughed. Sorooth sighed. “We need to get going, bug.”

Keska smiled. “I have asked my car to turn into a four-seater. I can drive if you like. Jienne, Sorooth has to be up front because he gets car sick, and I don’t want puke hitting the back of your head.”

Jienne laughed. “It’s a short drive. I hope he can manage.”

Sorooth sighed. “I can drive us there.”

Keska looked at him. “Do you trust me with Kessie?”

“Of course.”

“Then, you take your car with Jienne and tell her about lessons and treatment options, and I will take our daughter to her aunties and Nigel.”

Sorooth nodded. “Okay. Go ahead.”

“Good because I didn’t really expand my car to a four-seater. Come on, Kessie. Your other aunties await.”

Kessie looked at Nelith. “Bye, Grandma. See you soon!”

Keska smiled at the small tear in Nelith’s eye. “It is only the start of our association. Caska can explain our origins a little better.”

Nelith nodded. “Can I have a hug there?”

“Yes, of course. I am just grimy from the workshop. I didn’t want to get you dirty. I will change when we get back to the house.”

Nelith nodded. “We will see you there.”

Jienne smiled and waved.

Kessie took her hand, and they left the restaurant with staff calling out as they exited.

Upon seeing the car, Kessie said, “How fast can we go without getting in trouble?”

“We will save the racetrack for another day. Today, we are getting you to my house safely.” She opened the door for Kessie and made sure she was fastened in before she walked around and buckled in. “That being said, I do know streets with higher speeds.”

She started the engine, and Kessie grinned at the sound. Keska laughed. “Definitely my kid, little one.”

“You made me. You have to deal with me.” Kessie chuckled.

They saw the others leaving the restaurant, and Kessie waved while Keska kept her hands on the wheel. Safety first today.

They get home in twelve minutes, and Caska and Avagail are waiting for them with open arms. Nigel was watching Kessie get out of the car with his tail wagging.

Hugs began all around, and Keska saw Zera’s vehicle still parked. The consortium was gone, but Zera and Torun were still on site.

Keska headed inside to change, and once she had her clean clothes on, she wandered downstairs, nervously assembling tiny drones with her fingertips. She walked into the living room, and Zera was there looking over some tablets.

“Hey, Zera. Company’s coming.”

Torun looked up from his own tablets. “Who?”

“Khytten, Salat, Nelith, Dmitri, and Sorooth. Oh, and Jienne.”

“Right. Sorooth is going to instruct her?”

“Yup. He’s going to be teaching at the academy.”

Torun smiled. “You look very pretty.”

“Thank you.”

Zera nodded. “You can still come back to the BDC.”

“Oh, I look that good.”

Torun grinned and nodded.

Zera snorted but shrugged. “Yes. Absolutely.”

“It’s just a sundress. You folks have low standards.”

She heard a laughing shriek and darted to the front door, where Nigel was nuzzling Kessie and talking to her quietly.

“Mama, Nigel says he can take me for a ride around the yard. Can I go?”

Nigel chuckled. “She’s the perfect size and able to carry on a good conversation at the same time.”

“Fine. No speeding. Keep an ear out for any discomfort, and watch for if she starts slipping off. One bruise on her, and I start shaving you.”

Nigel chuckled. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Fine, but you are going to wear a strap she can hold onto.”

“Fair.”

Keska picked up a rock, and her fingers wove it into a belt two inches wide and long enough to go around Nigel’s barrel.

Nigel stood, and she wove the belt behind his legs and crossed one band in front of his legs, fastening them into a grip point.

“Mama, how do you do that?”

“I had to learn how to do it to escape the lab.”

Caska chuckled. “She can do a lot with her fingertips. She rescued me, made a hole in the wall for us to slip out of, and then made us all the tools we needed. We crossed the country in thermal-repellent jackets, and we got to the road to Aksalla. When someone stopped for us, I took over, citing precedent for foundlings and listing all the resources that we could access. The couple who stopped for us were startled, but they had kids and brought us straight to the peacekeeper offices and walked us inside.”

Keska chuckled. “And that was how we met Salmet and Riko coming back from their cabin vacation. They brought us in, and Caska did the rest. She’s really smart.”

Caska grinned.

“And then we met Ava, and Ava is also really smart. Nigel is also smart.”

Kessie patted her hand. “You are smart, too, Mama.”

“I know, sweetie, but it is a different type of smart that folks don’t see coming.”

She lifted Kessie and put her on Nigel’s back. He crouched a little, and Kessie got settled and gripped the straps. “That’s good. Are you comfortable, Nigel?”

Nigel said, “Your mother is good at assuring my comfort, so yes. Shall we?”

Kessie patted him. “Yes, please. Is this place really big?”

“Really big. We will be back in an hour.” Nigel looked at Keska. “She is safe with me.”

She scratched under his chin. “I know. Have fun.”

He nodded, Kessie grinned, the beast lumbered to the side of the house, and the laughter from Kessie indicated he was putting on the speed.

Ava looked at her. “Did you forget to open the gate?”

“Oops.”

Caska laughed and then said, “Why are you downplaying your intelligence?”

“Because mine doesn’t show up on paper, and I know that from our time at school.”

“You are a master mechanical engineer.”

“But law and finance are so much safer,” Keska said. “I get injured a lot.”

“But you heal.”

“Yeah, but I don’t want Kessie to feel that kind of pain. She deserves a bright life with happiness and joy. She started in joy. I want her to stay there as long as possible.”

The other cars pulled up.

Caska grinned. “Nice dress.”

“My jeans were grubby. I don’t like to hug Kessie when I am wearing shredded metal.”

Ava said, “You don’t feel that you are a worthy parent?”

Keska smiled. “She deserves better than me.”

Sorooth said softly, “So that is what my mother said to you.”

She whirled and saw him. “How did you do that?”

“Sneaking up on you is my thing, remember?” He sighed. “You are playing the memory in your mind.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

“She should not have said that.”

“Doesn’t make it not true.”

“She thinks in absolutes. She was upset that you didn’t want to stay in Sethir.”

“Cuffs have never been my thing.”

He chuckled and put his hand out. “I think we need to talk.”

“I am not going to change my mind about the cuffs.”

He smiled. “I know. Ladies?”

Caska smiled and nodded. “Take her for a walk.”

Ava nodded. “We can discuss Kessie’s education fund when we get back.”

Sorooth paused and nodded. “Of course. Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. It was Keska who insisted.”

Keska blushed. She put her hand in his. They walked around the side of the house, and Nelith and Dmitri were introducing themselves to Caska and Ava.

As they walked around the house, Sorooth’s hand was warm around hers.

“So, Kessie is off with Nigel?”

“Yup. She has a safety strap, and Nigel said he would be careful.”

“So, my mother said that Kessie deserves better than you? When was this?”

“When you first introduced me to them.”

“You were still pregnant at that point.”

“I am aware. It just resonates with me whenever I think about visiting her or being in her life more.” She sighed. “I am not even a proper person. I was assembled from parts and split. I am half a person. She came out as brilliant as she did because of you, not me.”

“You aren’t half a person. You are a whole person. Trust me. I checked.”

She chuckled and sighed.

“So, what is her education fund?”

“It is made up of patents that I hold and the annual fees that are collected for use.”

“How much is it?”

“Three, four...”

“Thousand?”

She mumbled, “Million.”

He stopped. “You are... you are not kidding.”

“I am a very inventive half person.”

“This isn’t what your mind felt like last time we met.”

“No. I have had the bad taste, actually, to try to participate in a school project. Your family tree was already there, but mine is stunted, so I went and got the scans done, and that is how I found Nelith and Aluhara. I don’t know how I ended up coming out of that combination, but we were made of the defective cells. They scraped out the genetics and made a whole person somehow, and then I split into two, or Caska split. She was bigger when we were decanted.”

“How did you get all of this information?”

“I raided the Uraddan archives. I can access anything held in a computer.”

“And you think that you aren’t enough?”

“I can’t declare that skill. Well, I suppose I could now. They are allowing my people to go for assessments to determine what activations we actually have.”

“How many do you have?”

She counted on her fingers. “I think six. Pretty sure.”

“Wow. But you are only down as a mechanical talent.”

“Correct.”

“Does Kessie know about Aluhara?”

“No. Nelith was the one at lunch, so that was the easy one. I also look more like Nelith, with Aluhara’s hair.” She leaned against him a little. “I don’t know how to meet her without going to the stronghold. I found the files of what the king had done to Nelith, and the thought of it makes me sick.”

“She might be willing to travel for family. There are three of you plus Kessie, so that is definitely worth a visit.”

“I think we could meet on Daycross.”

Sorooth smiled. “That might be a nice compromise.”

“Good. I hope Kessie can meet her. Mind you, she probably has.”

“She has but not as a grandmother.”

“Then this will be a surprise for her.”

“A very pleasant one.”

They were nearly to the treeline, and he said, “You are wearing a dress.”

“My jeans were covered in metal.”

“Mm.”

“I didn’t want Kessie to get dirty by hugging me.”

“You are very lucky that her minder abilities haven’t surfaced yet. She would be able to spot the lie.”

“Fine. I want her to have a good impression of me to remember when we aren’t together.”

He sighed. “She is very proud of you and has defended your honour a few times in school.”

“What do you mean?”

“She knows that alphas and omegas get together via the Blind Date Corp. Riithan and Ylara aren’t making any attempts to hide it, nor are Heraina and Misker.”

“Oh. Right. Well, I am not an omega.”

He chuckled softly. “You are a woman with a ravenous sexual appetite twice a year. That is close enough.”

She snorted.

“So, what are your activations?”

“Well, I have a physical appearance, one that I am sure of. Tech manipulation, which includes my raiding of computer systems. Metal shaping is different than tech manipulation. And I think I developed some blades, so I am definitely not going to the stronghold.”

“The sixth?”

“When I choose to use it, I have mental shielding.”

“Ah, right. It isn’t up now.”

“I don’t hide things from you. So, are you going to recommend Jienne to a female minder?”

He chuckled. “How did you know?”

“She has the vibe that she attaches to male psychics. It isn’t malicious, but it is a definite thing.”

“I made the call, and she started talking to the woman in the drive here. That is why you wanted to get Kessie out of the way.”

“Yup. She needed to be able to describe her situation to someone she trusts, and she trusts male psychics.”

He nodded. “That was my assessment as well. Thankfully, she didn’t make a move that I had to rebuff. Your face threatening her was in her mind whenever she considered touching my arm or thigh.”

“Oh, yeah, I made that clear.” She smiled. “Glad she listened.”

He chuckled. “So, when can I kiss you?”

“We are far enough from the front, and the trees are blocking everywhere else; I think it’s safe.”

Sorooth grinned and lifted her for a kiss.

Keska wrapped her arms around his neck, hung there as their lips met, and reminded herself what he tasted like, and he did the same.

Keska lost herself in the kiss just as she had from the first time he had kissed her and every contact since. Sorooth had wrecked her ability to take another lover. He was the only one she wanted from that first date.

She felt his hands on her thighs, lifting and holding her against him under the skirt. The kiss went on and on, and then he paused, his mouth forming a grin.

There was a soft giggle and a snort nearby.

Keska sighed and turned to look at Kessie, still on Nigel. “Hello, Kessie.”

“Hello, Mama. Aunty Caska says you are to get your frisky butts to the house.”

“Right.” She looked to Sorooth. “Down elevator.”

He sighed and slowly shifted his grip to her back as he let her slide to the ground.

She stood and patted his chest. His body was taut.

“Come on, Mind’s Eye. Let’s walk that off.”

He shuddered. “So, when do you think we can go out for dinner or something?”

“I know the or something is very much on your... mind.” She wrapped her hand around his arm, and they started walking toward the deck area of the house.

Nigel galloped toward the back deck, where it appeared that a tea party had broken out.

“So, do you think it was straight-up cock-blocking, or do they actually want to talk to us?”

He laughed and relaxed a little. “When do you next go to Daycross?”

“Friday.”

“Could I persuade you to go on Thursday?”

“Why?”

“Because Kessie has been invited to spend the day with Lii, and Vallu and Etgar have volunteered to watch them... all day.”

She chuckled. “Right, so, you want to check out the stables and see where you are going to park your horse?”

“House or stable or board it. Not park it.” He chuckled.

“Uh-huh. It isn’t mechanical, so I don’t know the jargon.”

He lifted her hand to his lips. “I will give you a lesson.”

“Yeah, I have heard that before. I gave it back, and she’s riding Nigel around the patio.” She grinned.

He smiled. “Best present ever.”

They joined the others and sat on a loveseat, their hands still entwined.

Caska looked over. “Have you told him about the money yet?”

“Most of it. Kessie’s education fund.”

“So, not the seventeen homes around the world with full staff?”

Keska sighed. “Nope. Not that.”

Sorooth looked at her. “Seventeen homes?”

“I am the one who likes to travel, and I have to be in some of those places to hold the patents at least one night every year. I also have to show folks how to use the tech I have licensed.”

Sorooth whispered, “How much do you have?”

Ava smiled. “She probably doesn’t know. Nine figures at the lowest.”

Sorooth froze, and Keska watched Kessie prance around with Nigel. “Now that I think about it, that is less of a surprise than it should be.”

She glanced back at him, and his hand was still warm on hers.

Ava smiled. “And with the stack of inventions she has stockpiled, it should hit ten figures by the end of the year.”

Keska blushed.

Sorooth smiled. “Now I am hoping that Kessie gets your activation and not mine.”

Nelith smiled. “After Baola, Kessie is my eldest granddaughter. I am loving having suddenly found family that I didn’t know about. I only knew about one of the created ones until recently. Now I have seventeen daughters.”

Caska smiled. “We are not quite the same as the others. We were direct clones with patched material. While we share your genetics, we know we were assembled from parts.”

Avagail said softly, “We have been hearing it from the scientists who were with us during intake. Anytime someone mentions family connections, we close ranks. Keska was so relieved that Kessie emerged healthy. We weren’t sure that would be possible.”

“Mama, can you get me down? He’s kinda tall.”

Nigel walked over, and Keska got to her feet, handing Kessie to Sorooth with a smacking kiss on her cheek. Once that was done, she unbuckled the harness and whispered her thanks to Nigel. Keska couldn’t sit next to Sorooth because Kessie was there, so she looped up the belt, crushed it in her fist, and then began to work. She stood, her fingers worked, and then she released a small surveillance drone.

Nelith’s eyes went wide. “How did you do that?”

“Enhanced strength in my hands and... uh... blades. Micro blades.”

Nelith smiled. “I would love to see more of your work.”

“I have a workshop in the basement of the house if you want to go look.”

Nelith nodded. “I think that would be good.”

Dmitri smiled. “I will remain here.”

Salat said, “I would love to see it.”

Khytten put her hand on his arm. “Give them ten minutes.”

Everyone else remained seated. Keska nodded and led Nelith into the house.
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Chapter Six
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Keska walked through the house, down some stairs, and put her hand on the security pad.

“This is my workshop. I work here when I can’t sleep and often forget to go for meals.”

Nelith smiled and asked about the purposes of the items.

Keska laughed. “That one is a sex toy that I made for the BDC. It’s to help folks fit oversized partners, or it works for limited-experienced females. Every time she gets aroused, it swells to fit. Zera was pissed when I set it for twenty active hours, and then it quit. I was waiting for the report, but she never handed it over, so I didn’t let her keep the toy. Don’t worry, it’s been cleaned. A lot.”

Nelith laughed.

“I know you and Zera get along.”

“Yes, but I was always in a position of supplication to her. She takes care of those who need help. I am guessing that you and your sisters always appeared strong and competent.”

“Yes. That is our appearance.”

Nelith walked up to her. “May I give you a hug?”

Keska looked at the woman with gold hair and very similar features. She opened her arms and hugged her. There was something so soothing about hugging Nelith. They were both crying when they relaxed and leaned back.

They looked at each other, laughed, and wiped away their tears. Nelith smiled. “I think you are the closest to me emotionally. What they did to create all of you was heinous, but you, you are so very beautiful.”

Keska sniffled. “We are pieces of you and Aluhara. Leftovers they used before they used the good eggs for the others. We were the trial before the others were made.”

“And you feel unfixed because of it.”

Keska nodded.

“Is there a place to sit?”

Keska let out a low whistle, and two chairs wheeled up to them. They sat, and Nelith smiled. “Let me tell you about your grandmother, your aunt, and all your sisters.”

“Can I get some metal to work with my hands? For me, it’s like knitting.”

“Sure.”

Keska sat and listened to tales of Nelith’s brave mother, who never gave up on her. She and her sister were constantly writing letters to the Aksallan government demanding her freedom. It never happened, but they didn’t give up. They kept going. They lived their lives, but they never forgot about her. Then, the links to her own genes were discovered. She knew about Xeva because she was being used as a hostage, but the others were a complete surprise. Now, the surprise continued, but it wasn’t unwanted. It was joy. Life went on, but it was so much more life with the enormous family that had now formed.

Keska sighed. “I am the one who needs people. My other sisters are more self-contained. They are happy in their research and the data streams.”

“And then you started the BDC.”

“Yup. And we learned why the guys need to be neutralized to be patrons.” She smiled slowly. “She’s adorable, though, and I don’t regret a moment.”

“But you want to be a mom, and your other sisters aren’t particularly interested in it.”

Keska kept working with her hands. “Yeah. That. But after what the Sethir did to you around that time, there is no way I was going to live cuffed up in the stronghold.”

Nelith looked at her hands. “I had a son. No one knows, but I ended up pregnant, and when Salat found me, he found the second heartbeat. It was that little dude that saved my life. He’s safe and has been adopted by a good family who takes excellent care of him. In a few years, he can contact me if he wants, but he’s Kessie’s age right now. So, you have a brother the same age as your daughter.”

Keska smiled. “I can keep a secret.”

“I know, but I also know there are enough secrets out there. Sorooth wasn’t the guy who got me pregnant. Just in case it flickered in your mind.”

“I didn’t think so. His rut hit my heat and made Kessie. We still do practice runs a few times a year, but now I know how to work my own birth control.”

“But you want a houseful.”

“Yes!” She laughed, lifted the items in her hands, and began to put them together. When it was done, she held it out to Nelith. “Here you go. Happy Mother’s Day.”

Nelith held it and looked at it, and then there was a chime, and the statue began to move, changing into all the aspects Dmitri manifested. The beast, the fire, the bear, and others were all there.

Nelith grinned. “This is amazing. I am keeping it in my room.”

“It activates with your particular energy signature.” Keska smiled. “Do you want to keep talking?”

“I think we have bonded, plus I just got a cool toy. I have to show it off. I can’t believe you did that while we were talking.”

“I said, it’s like knitting. I can use anything, but wood gets brittle, so stone or metal works best.”

“It’s still warm.” Nelith smiled.

“My hands run warm.”

Nelith nodded. “Right. That helps you make things malleable.”

Keska nodded. “Ava is going for secondary testing, and I wonder if I should go as well. I have a physical manifestation and don’t know if I want it in my classification.”

“What is it, Keska?”

Keska leaned in and whispered the detail.

Nelith smiled in delight. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

“Will you show it off at the party?” Nelith smiled.

“Um, really?”

“Really. You will be among family. No safer place to be.”

“You haven’t eaten a pancake made by Kessie. That is the least safe place to be.”

Nelith grinned but kept the toy in her hands as it slowly continued morphing from one manifestation of Dmitri to the others.

They walked back upstairs to where the tea party was still underway, and Dmitri was explaining Erradian food to Kessie. Nigel was lying in the grass, and Salat and Caska were talking about assassination legalities while Ava and Khytten were talking about college funds and travel funds. There might be bio bankers out there, but Ava lived in the world of finances, and she saw the littlest flutter and turned it into cash. Bankers wished she were on their payroll.

Nelith waited until Dmitri stopped talking, and then she showed him the toy. He stared at it, and she held it for him. He gasped and grinned as it went through his manifestations. He looked to Keska. “You made this?”

She nodded.

Nelith bragged, “While we were talking. She made the figures with her fingertips and then connected them with this mechanism that lets one open into another. I love it.”

“I am sorry that the bear had to be on his hind legs, but he wouldn’t fit otherwise.” Keska bit her lip.

Caska sighed. “She overthinks the figures. She had performance fixation and keeps agonizing over what she makes for friends or family.”

Keska snorted. “Sure. Give away my secrets.”

Caska smiled and walked over to hug her. “You are an open book, Kes.”

“I know, but not everybody needs to know.”

Kessie walked over and hugged her. “It’s okay. We all have a thing.”

Sorooth said, “We are staying at the embassy for now, but I don’t know if you know places around the academy. We need something close to the international school.”

Keska paused. “I... know a place.”

Kessie smiled. “Is it near the school?”

“Yes. And near a playground. Well, it has a playground in the backyard.”

Ava laughed. “Oh, so that was why you bought that place.”

Keska blushed.

Sorooth said, “What place?”

Keska shrugged. “I have purchased a few homes suitable for Kessie and you around the city, in case you ever wanted to stay for a while.”

He smiled. “Which we do. Now, where are we going?”

She stared at him. “Now?”

“Now. Right, Kessie?”

Keska nodded and said, “Let me get my bag.”

She ran into the house and into her lab, gathering piles of microgadgets and putting them into her crossbody bag. She hated running around the city without the means to defend herself.

Sorooth smiled when she came upstairs. “I am driving.”

Keska sighed. “Of course.”

Kessie grinned. “Can we go for dinner afterward?”

Keska checked her com, and there was room for them at the restaurant. “We absolutely can. Where did Jienne go?”

Sorooth smiled. “Emergency session with her therapist. I think they will get along well.”

Ava smiled. “We sent her off with our car service. She’s still staying here tonight.”

Keska nodded. “I will stay in my workshop again. She’s welcome to my wardrobe.”

Caska said, “We can put her in the guestroom, but everybody sleeps better in your room.”

“It’s the frequency generator. It’s embedded in the headboard, otherwise I don’t sleep.”

Ava blinked. “I didn’t know that.”

“I have nightmares now and then. It stops them from forming.” Keska shrugged. “She will need deeper and natural sleep later.”

Ava nodded. “Noted. How do we turn it off?”

“Put her in a different room. I fused the emitter to the headboard.”

Ava nodded. “Got it.”

“When is your assessment?”

“Tomorrow morning.”

“Do you want a ride?”

“I don’t want you going out of your way, Kes.”

“Not out of my way. I have an appointment there at eleven. I am following your example.”

Ava grinned. “Excellent. They won’t know what hit them.”

Caska grinned. “I am good with my legal talent on record.”

Keska nodded.

Sorooth said, “Well, since we have to see that house, can we go now?”

“Yup. Nigel, you have control of the homestead?”

“As always, Keska. Have fun with your mate.”

She paused and nodded.

Kessie grinned. “And me!”

Sorooth smiled slowly. “Different kind of fun.”

Keska looked around and waved at those watching her. “Um, bye.”

Kessie wrapped an arm around her, and they walked through the house toward the front parking area.

Sorooth came up behind them and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. He murmured, “I am driving.”

She laughed. “Sure. You can take something for motion sickness.”

“I know, but it makes me sleepy.”

Kessie piped up. “He says he just likes being in charge.”

“Ah. The bossy defense. Okay. Am I in the back or the front?”

Kessie said, “I will sit in the back.”

They approached a large, sturdy vehicle, and he opened the back door for Kessie before opening the front passenger door for Keska. She settled into the seat with the belt fastened. Sorooth got behind the wheel and grinned. “This feels very right.”

“Uh-huh. Drive.” She smiled, and he put it in gear as they rolled down the drive and toward the gates. The gates opened as they approached, and they were on the main drive and moving around the perimeter of the city, heading toward the academy and international school.

Kessie asked, “Are there kids nearby?”

“The housekeeper has her little brother, and he goes to the academy. They live in a cottage on site.”

Sorooth raised his brows. “You have a housekeeper?”

“Yes, she’s also a property manager. She had been in a relationship with an Aksallan, but he cheated on her and was very stupid about it. She dumped him and exposed the affair to his family. Boy, was he surprised when it turned out that his side piece wasn’t pregnant with his child.”

Sorooth asked, “How was that determined?”

“Hemma is a scent tracker. I met her when we opened Uradda’s walls. She found some underground bunkers via their air exhaust, and her brother punched his way into the cells outside the city walls. If Hemma says the child doesn’t match the supposed father, it doesn’t match.”

“Does she know we are coming?”

“She does. I sent her a message. She’s an excellent cook and gained her teaching certificate a few months ago. It has been a busy year for her.”

She smiled. “You will like her. Kessie will like her. Her brother’s name is Ekbert.”

Kessie laughed. “That’s a fun name.”

“He’s doing the landscaping at my properties. He’s seventeen.”

Sorooth frowned. “But he’s at the academy?”

“Hemma and Ekbert are both genius-level, tested and confirmed. They work hard and study the rest of the time.”

“So, they have a learning activation.”

“They have a learning and comprehension activation.”

“Correct. But they are waiting for reassessment. So, the super sniffer adaptation that Hemma has is unrecognized. Only the ability to learn is accepted as their official activation.”

Sorooth paused. “Does that happen a lot?”

“Sure. Uradda has been trying to create useful actives by matching their most powerful together under controlled conditions. When the actives left, they were unassessed and uncategorized, and a lot of them were missing their parents. The parents were destroyed when the children did not add up to the guessed potential. That was the case with Hemma and Ekbert. They were raised in the creche.”

Sorooth said, “What does Ekbert want to study at the academy?”

“Botany and arborist interests with a minor in ocean studies.”

“He’s a water breather?”

“He has gills, but they aren’t opened as far as I know.”

“Is she a water breather?”

“Not that she has told me.”

Sorooth paused. “Are all the Uraddans in this situation?”

“The ones who were able to find jobs in Aksalla. Others had to move to the capitol, a few went to the Sethir but not many. The stories of their torturing Uraddan actives echoed in the cells. Your people didn’t know the difference between a weapon and a hostage and that they could be both at once.”

Kessie frowned. “What?”

“It’s politics, punkin. Uradda, the country I was from, decided that they wanted to use actives to take minerals and land from the countries around them. The people in charge were not nice people. A lot of people were hurt, and a lot died. That made the governments mad, and they expressed their anger on any Uraddan actives they could find.”

Sorooth said, “Are you sure this is a topic for discussion?”

Kessie frowned. “Grandma Nelith said she wasn’t welcome in Sethir. Is that why?”

Keska pointed to a quiet street as they passed the academy. “Turn here. The international school is at the end of this lane.” She looked at Kessie. “Yes, she was a weapon, bound with a controller following her and setting her off. The controller isn’t alive anymore, but since the weapon was, they punished the weapon.”

Kessie frowned. “That isn’t right.”

“That is politics. It makes people think they are doing something for the masses, but it doesn’t really do anything to help.”

She looked. “The drive on the left.”

He turned and drove past the high wall and through the open gates.

Kessie looked at the house and whispered, “Wow. It’s almost as big as the house where Nigel lives.”

Keska smiled. “The house in Daycross is about the same size.”

Kessie got excited, and Sorooth chuckled at her chatter. He pulled up in front of the main entrance, Keska reached for the handle, and he cleared his throat. She snorted and waited.

Kessie chuckled. “Daddy says you have to wait until he opens the door so he can make sure that things are safe around him.”

She smiled. “Really? I always thought he liked watching my legs as I slid out of the seat.”

“Maybe it’s both.” Kessie got out of the car and stood next to her dad as he opened the door for Keska.

She put her hand in his and swung her legs out of the vehicle, sliding out and down so their bodies were touching. “Your mother would have a heart attack.”

Kessie grinned. “Grandma Lia said that you and Daddy make good kids, and she needs to talk to you to ask for more.”

“Wow. I wonder if there is an order form I need to write up.”

Sorooth smiled. “I will forward it to her with all speed.”

“Yeah, I am not actually going to write up a form. She has expressed her opinion of me, and I can take the rejection. I am good.” She smiled brightly.

Kessie took her hand and pulled her toward the house. Sorooth closed the car door.

They walked up the wide stone steps of the manor and into it. Keska heard a rustle and said, “Hey, Hemma.”

“Tea is ready, as is a snack tray. I know you are going out for dinner, but this should help you along. It will be out on the back patio in a minute.” The voice that came around the corner made Keska smile. It was lovely to listen to.

Hemma came around the corner with one tray on her head and another in her hands.

Kessie whispered, “Ooh. I have seen that at the court.”

Hemma walked with a slow sway to her hips.

Sorooth muttered, “Is she registered with the BDC?”

“No. Zera has already interviewed and trained her, but until Ekbert is an adult, Hemma is not going to risk being injured in the line of duty if she is his main provider.”

Hemma moved gracefully, opened the door to the backyard, and moved through it.

Keska smiled. “Apparently, we are having tea.”

Sorooth grinned. “Apparently.”

Kessie darted forward and through the open door, where she shrieked with excitement.

Sorooth said, “What is she excited about?”

“Um, at one point, Hemma was traded to the stronghold with the Uraddan ambassador at the time. She was given all of the etiquette and server training in those six months. So, now, there is always one room in the house that is Sethir formal. In this house, it is the back patio.”

As they got closer, he asked, “Why?”

Hemma’s rich voice said, “Because she always wanted one room where her daughter and partner would be comfortable. A place they can go to, to reset themselves.”

Keska looked at Hemma and grinned. “Hey. How are you doing?”

“Busy, picked up some hostess shifts at the live ranges. Ekbert’s graduation is coming up, and I want to get him something nice.”

Keska looked at the low table with cushions and the tea and pyramid of a variety of cookies. Kessie was hopping from foot to foot. “Dad, can I sit?”

Sorooth held Keska’s hand, seated her at the head of the table, and took his place on her left side. Kessie sat at her right. Keska smiled. “Okay, let’s wash up, and then someone pass me those cookies.”

They washed their hands with the warm water, dried them on a soft towel, and then the cookie tower fell.

Hemma took away the used clothes and retreated to the house.

Keska called out. “Hemma, when you are done with that, come back because I am sure Sorooth will have questions about you.”

“Very well.”

Sorooth said, “These cookies are good. Like my grandma used to make.”

“She’s an excellent baker. Way better than I am.”

Kessie nodded and stopped for some of the lemonade that Hemma had served.

Hemma returned with a fresh cloth and smiled. “Can I get anyone anything?”

Keska smiled. “Sit.”

The housekeeper sat across from her and smiled. “Congratulations on occupying the house.”

“Thank you. Sorooth and our daughter, Kessie, will occupy it.”

Sorooth smiled. “And Keska, when she is not otherwise occupied.”

Keska blushed. “I didn’t want to presume.”

“Keska, please live with us, or let us live with you. We know you have your own work and your own people, but we would like to be some of them.” Sorooth smiled.

Keska blinked. “You would? What about your family?”

“You are my family. Well, you and Kessie. I honour my parents, but they are not my future.” He lifted her hand to his lips. “That is now and only ever has been you.”

Kessie grinned. “Say yes! You can come to parent-teacher day, and we can spend time in Daycross with the horses.”

“Ah, that’s a big seller, right?” Keska smiled.

“Uh-huh.” Kessie reached for more cookies and then sat back with a sigh. “These are good.”

“So, Hemma, when were you in the stronghold?”

Hemma smiled. “Seven years ago.”

“Why were you there?”

Hemma grinned. “Espionage. The ambassador brought me into sensitive meetings. I was sent to learn from the kitchens and other maids. They thought I was younger than I was and told me everything. My nose told me the rest.”

Sorooth blinked. “Hypersenses.”

“Correct. I know who was spending time with whose wife, which generals were dipping in the pool of the merchant’s daughter. Which warriors were tangling off the sparring field.”

Sorooth sat back. “And then there was a sudden shift in personnel.”

“Correct.”

His eyes glowed. “You tipped them off.”

“Yeah. I didn’t like it, but Ekbert was at stake, so I left a little note in one of the maid’s hands and hoped for the best. Fortunately, she took action, and things were settled before we got home. I just told my handlers that a minder had found me out. It was a few weeks, and they let me out of confinement and back to the creche school for the last few months before I graduated.”

Sorooth asked, “What did you do then?”

“Still in espionage for a few years, then the walls of Uradda fell, and I met Keska and Caska. They found me and some others who were tools of Uradda, and they got us loose. I then helped them sniff out other vents that led to confinement. They saved fifty people that day. No fanfare, nothing on video, just working around the outside of the walls to find those trapped underground.”

Keska smiled. “And you led us to forty-eight of them, including the hidden creche.”

“Smelling diapers does not take a genius. Ekbert was really good at getting through those bars.”

Keska looked at Sorooth and said, “Ekbert found us and said that if we wanted to get out of the hidden labs, we needed his sister.”

Hemma blushed. “Well, we found the labs.”

“When they had been processed at the refugee centre and her brother had postponed his arrival in Hyreno, I was waiting to hire them.”

Hemma smiled. “So, I do my best.”

Keska said, “Did Salat ask you about the float?”

“I don’t think it’s appropriate.”

“Can I order you to do it?”

“Why is it important?”

“Because the average Uraddan is being written off as minimally active and a burden to the Aksallan system. We can’t all be Jeneev.”

Hemma cocked her head. “Can you make me a mask? I don’t want to run into trouble in the neighbourhood or when going for groceries.”

Keska smiled. “I can make you a mask. Will you go all out?”

“I will. I will ask Bixadra to come with me, and she can be the light show.”

“Nice. I will give you both a bonus.”

Hemma snorted. “You don’t need to, but I do need a bodyguard for Bixadra and me so we can get home safely. Ekbert is not appropriate for it.”

Keska nodded. “Right. I might be out of town, so I will ask around.”

Sorooth raised two fingers. “I believe that I can find two to four men who are suitable for bodyguard duty. This is the Uraddan celebration?”

Hemma smiled. “Yes, Keska wants me singing in front of fifteen hundred Uraddans and the Aksallans who show up to watch. Pervs.”

“Well, I did make a really nice set of evocative images for the dreams of freedom float.”

“How nice for you.” Hemma twisted her lips wryly. She opened her com and tapped a message out. “If Bexadra says yes, we are going to need about fifteen hours of practice.”

Keska looked around. “Here?”

“No. We need somewhere where there aren’t others.”

“The big house. I will ask Nigel if he minds the noise and the ladies if they will let you rock out for a few days.”

Hemma nodded. “Good. I don’t want to upset Nigel.”

Kessie said, “He let me ride him around the yard.”

“You are his favourite size and smart enough to carry on a conversation.”

Kessie blinked. “He did talk a lot.”

Keska laughed. “He was in a lab with Avagail. That would get me talking. Her silence is terrifying.”

Kessie giggled.

Keska smiled. “Well, we have had tea and cookies. Do you want a tour of the house?”

Hemma smiled, collected the dishes, and put the tea on a tray. Kessie stared as she put one of the trays on her head and picked up the tray, walking back inside.

Keska got up and walked inside. “Hemma, can you do the tour?”

“Sure. Just let me set the dishes down and get them in the washer.”

Hemma tidied up and wiped the counter, putting the trays away.

She rinsed and dried her hands and walked outside with Keska at her side.

“All right, we are here to see what the yard has to offer. Walk with me, and we will see.”

Kessie ran up and took her hand. “Do we have a pool?”

“You have a pool.” Hemma walked her down the steps that elevated the deck and around a bank of hedges. “You have a very big pool.”

Keska took Sorooth’s hand, and they followed the other two.

Sorooth frowned. “I am going to have to make sure that the warriors I ask weren’t involved in her interference.”

“Go a few degrees back. If someone decides to avenge a relative with Bexadra around, it won’t go well. Hemma doesn’t really want guards for them; they want guards for the crowd. The ladies can hold a tremendous power load, and anyone getting handsy might not be pulling back a hand.”

“Ah. I see.”

“Bexadra is a singer and illusion talent. If pressed, she can manage solid light.”

He looked startled. “Got it.”

His hand went around her back, and his fingers gripped her waist.

“If you want to know who Hemma was exposed to, send her names or pictures, and she can weed them out pretty fast.”

Hemma was standing, and the lights in the pool reflected against her skin. “I absolutely can.”

Sorooth nodded. “Thank you. You are a singer?”

“Yeah, multiple sets of vocal cords, but I can’t swim, so not Hyreno.” She continued explaining the safety features to Kessie and the low end where she could start to swim, but she shouldn’t go in without an adult.

Kessie nodded. “I know that one. And the adult has to be able to swim, so I need to make sure.”

Hemma nodded. “Exactly. I am going to show her the play structure.”

Kessie said, “I am not little. The play structure will probably be too small for me.”

Hemma looked at Keska and winked. “We will see.”

Hemma led her out through the gate, and then there was another squeal.

Keska smiled. “Looks like the structure is big enough, after all. It is also covered with falling fields. No injury from the heights. Plus, it has that nice springy mulch around it.”

Sorooth said, “You set this place up for her.”

“For us. Same as the house on Daycross.” Keska smiled. “I have a horse for her as well.”

“All with patents?”

“Ava’s financial skills did a lot with them. She and money are really good friends.”

“You were planning for your family.”

“I know it isn’t common in the Sethir for this kind of prep, but consider this my nest.”

He laughed. “That is reasonable. Frankly, the chance to be a family for the first time means I am happy to accept anything.” He said softly, “You remembered my call sign.”

“Mind’s Eye? Yeah. Your mother yelled it at me often enough.”

He sighed. “She has really mellowed in the last decade. It helps that Kessie looks like you and is so incredibly smart. My mother has asked Kessie if she wanted siblings, and Kessie has, of course, said yes, as long as you had them.”

“So, you have given her the talk?”

“It is part of Sethir education. As soon as they notice adults getting close, it is time to start introducing the idea of pair bonding.”

“Ah. And you and I are a pair.”

“Something like that. Kessie knows you can’t be at the stronghold. She’s not sure why. Why did you introduce some of Nelith’s information?”

“When they do public gene analysis, and I know they do, she is going to pop positive for relationships to the Blade of Uradda. She will also be positive for Aluhara, so that will make a difference.”

“How long have you known?”

“Formally? A day and a half. Informally? A year. There was a blood call for Aluhara. I felt it, but I was working and silenced it. I probably should have sent a card or something.” She shrugged. “Nelith was obvious.”

He laughed. “Yes, she was. May I contact Aluhara for you?”

“Sure. I can’t go to her, but sure.”

“There are ways to bring her to us. She was a warrior before she became the most beautiful woman in the stronghold. It makes sense that you carry her blood.”

“You have already called her.”

“I have. She’s excited for another grandchild.”

Keska laughed. “She’s coming?”

“Can you expand our reservations for dinner?”

Keska lifted her com and typed in a request. She saw the nearly immediate response. “Yup. I am guessing that her husband is coming as well.”

“Of course. He’s super excited to know that they actually know their granddaughter already.”

Keska chuckled. “Reservations are expanded. We are eating at Klauz’s.”

“Wow. Wait. Is this another business you have a finger in?”

She winced. “Oh, look. Ekbert’s here.”

Sorooth blinked. “He’s seventeen?”

“Yeah. I think he is a Hyreno alpha, but he doesn’t want to leave his sister yet.”

Ekbert greeted his sister, crouched to shake Kessie’s hand, and the girl stared up at him, blinking slowly. She replied, and Hemma laughed. “Yeah, he’s big, but I can still beat him at arm wrestling.”

Keska walked toward him and smiled. “Hey, Ekbert. You only have two weeks before the semester is over. How go the studies?”

He grinned. “Four point oh GPA. Top of my class. Bachelor’s in biochem and plant studies.”

“Excellent. Do you want to have a party?”

He chuckled. “Not particularly. I am the youngest in my class, and legal drinking is a few months away.”

“Ah. Right.” She smiled. “How about five hours at a live range?”

Ekbert’s eyes began to shine. “That, I am interested in. For how many?”

“How many do you want? I can check bookings around the city and make sure that there are plenty of drones there to fight.”

“That would be great.”

“You are the youngest, so everyone else is an adult?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. They will have to sign waivers, and Hemma will have to sign for you. We can do that in advance.”

“Do we get free T-shirts?”

Keska laughed. “Yes, you can get free tees. And a video for your group that you will be able to disperse as you like. No live stream for it.”

He frowned. “Oh.”

“Sorry. You are a minor. We can’t stream it live until we make sure no one is going to pull something sketchy.”

He nodded. “But if everything goes well, it can go up on your site?”

“Yup.”

“Can we use the Agoran Live Range?”

“The one with the water? Sure. Let me check. In two weeks?”

“Yup. The nineteenth.”

“How many?”

“Twelve.”

“Okay. That can change, and if it is just you, your sister and I will get together and kick your ass.”

He nodded. “I am pretty sure they will go for it.” He sent a message and grinned. “Two confirmations already.”

Keska smiled. “Let me guess. Girls?”

“Yeah, how did you know?”

She looked at his six-foot-six, leanly muscled self and smirked. “Just a feeling.”

Sorooth wrapped his hand over her eyes. She laughed and pulled his hand away.

“Ekbert makes the ladies around him feel safe. That’s all. I have seen the study group. The dude is never cold.”

Ekbert was blushing a little, but he nodded. “I have an attraction effect. It takes a few weeks to wear off.”

Hemma smiled. “Thirty days.”

Kessie grinned, climbed the structure, and laughed as she ran around. “Dad! Come up here. You can see everything.”

Sorooth let Keska go, and she grinned as he climbed after Kessie.

Ekbert said quietly, “They don’t know you can fly?”

“Nope. Shush.”

He smiled. “Yes, boss.”

Hemma smiled. “Do you think he can find us some guards?”

“Yeah. He can. We just have to get around the underage spy issue.”

Ekbert frowned. “Is that a problem?”

Hemma nodded. “It can be. I was hauled around most of this continent and several islands. I am sure my face is on a few walls with darts in it.”

“But... they made you do it.”

“Yes, but I did it nonetheless.” Hemma smiled. “Close counts.”

Keska smiled at Ekbert. “They are moving in. I might be with them sometimes, and I might not. Don’t know for sure yet.”

Kessie was swinging from a rope and screamed, “She’s staying with us.”

Keska smiled. “Right. I am staying with them.”

Her gardener and housekeeper grinned and nodded. A family was finally in the house.
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Chapter Seven



[image: ]


Keska talked with Caska in her office. “So, we are trying this.”

Caska smiled. “Good. You need family, and Kessie needs her mom.”

“Do you want to come along to Nelith’s party?”

“Yes. We are coming. Mirror will come get us, or Dark Resonance will help out.”

“Okay. That’s good.”

“You seem distracted.”

“We are going out for dinner with Aluhara and her husband.”

“Ah, tense. Where are you going?”

“Klauz’s.”

“Good choice. Private room?”

“Yes. I can fit you and Ava in if you like.”

“No. This is for you. We can meet them another time.”

“Okay.”

“Nervous?”

“Yeah.”

“You weren’t nervous meeting Nelith.”

“Um, it is more of a meeting of equals, her and me.”

“Well, go and get dressed. You love getting dressed to go out. It happens so seldom.”

“Thanks, Caska. Thank Ava for me as well.”

“I will. You need a few things for yourself. You share everything with us, and that needs to wind down. You can have a family now.”

“They are your family, too, Cas.”

“Just shut up and enjoy a day with your mate and daughter, Kes. Bring some metal to shape if you have to.”

“Thanks. It’s always weird to bring my own cutlery to a restaurant.”

Caska laughed. “Just do it. Jienne is doing pretty well after her session with her new therapist. She’s looking for a new apartment or a house. She wants the security of the doorman.”

“That’s fair. Is she going to keep in touch?”

“Yes. She has a good therapist now and is going to be working on her control at the academy. She can’t just go around pushing the emotions of other people whenever she wants.” Caska sighed. “I can’t believe she tried it with you.”

“She also tried it with Sorooth, but he’s trained for it.”

“Did she try Kessie?”

“No. She’s still alive. I would not have been able to keep control over myself if she had tried it.”

“Fair enough. I think Nigel would have taken her head off.”

“Likely. Okay, I am less nervous.”

“Good. Sorooth is behind you.”

Keska smiled. “I know.” She looked over her shoulder at the man in the doorway. “I just have to change, and we can head out.”

He nodded. “You look lovely.”

“I am going to take it up a notch.” She smiled. “Five minutes.”

She eased past him and went to the large bedroom and dove into the closet. He followed her leisurely. “This is your room?”

“I can move out in an hour if you like.”

“No, I want our clothing hanging side by side and to have you in my arms nightly.”

“Interesting life goals.”

She took down a dress that was dark gemstone colours when the light struck it.

She walked into the bathroom and changed quickly, then brushed her hair and twisted it into a fall over one shoulder. She brushed her hands down her thighs and smiled. She checked the drawer, pulled out some small fans, and used them to hold her hair in position. Her black purse was in the wardrobe, and she put a few handfuls of metal into it before she smiled. “Ready.”

“Shoes?”

Her shoes were pale, and she tapped each heel four times, causing the unit to turn black.

He blinked. “Wow. That’s effective.”

“I know. It paid for this house.” She chuckled. “Well, this and a few other inventions.”

“How do I look?”

“Spectacular as always.”

Kessie ran in through the open door and said, “Wow, you look pretty, Mom.”

“You look adorable. My heart and soul.” She looked from Sorooth to Kessie.

Sorooth smiled. “Very well, now we go.”

Keska and Kessie grinned. “We go.”

Klauz came in and said, “Are you still waiting?”

Sorooth smiled. “They just arrived. Your new hostess is stunned.”

He sighed. “It is difficult to find someone who isn’t intimidated by actives.”

Keska sighed. “I know someone, but she’s out of town right now and would need a work visa.”

“Can she handle actives?”

“Absolutely, and she would look like a goddess while doing it.”

“How soon can you get me in touch with her?”

“Eleven days.”

He nodded. “I can manage that. She’s immune to thrall?”

“Yup. Breen is immune to a lot. Mind you, she still has to agree to an interview.”

Sorooth smiled, and Keska reached into her purse, pulling out a projection disk. “This is Breen.”

The woman had hair in oil-slick rainbow colours, was wearing a simple set of trousers and a blouse, and had eyes that were as rainbow as her hair. “Breen? Where are you today?”

“I got left behind on an island while chaperoning a school trip. I am waiting for a boat to get me home.”

“Are you safe?”

“Yeah, I knocked a dozen alphas into the harbour.”

“This is Klauz, and he’s looking for a new hostess for his restaurant. I thought of you.”

Breen nodded. “I am good with people and have worked as a hostess before. I will send Keska my resume, and if you want to get in touch with me, please do. If you are the Klauz that I am thinking of, I should upgrade my wardrobe. I will be in for an in-person discussion as soon as I can head home.”

Klauz asked, “Where is home?”

“The capitol. Oh, and I am not a registered active.” She smiled slowly. “Assessors have gone over me with a fine-toothed comb, and they can’t find anything. So, on the books, I am appearance-only.”

Klauz smiled. “Off the books?”

“It’s a need-to-know situation. When I am under duress, I will act. The execution varies.” She shrugged. “I don’t kill. How is that?”

Klauz grinned. “Good enough. Do you mind being photographed for advertising?”

“Go nuts.”

“Excellent. I also have a donut shop. Will you eat on camera?”

“This is sounding like a fetish site, but if there is a steady paycheque in it, sure. Just get me the visa, and I will be at your disposal for twelve months.”

He nodded. “I await your paperwork.”

Breen nodded. “Okay, Kes. Get me off this thing. The locals are offering me some fruit.”

A face appeared in the projection, and a woman blinked slowly. “Wow. You look like Nelith. Xeva! Come here and look at this.”

Kes started laughing. “I know which island you are on. Ask Dark Resonance to take you home. He’s a brother-in-law, I guess. I will know for certain this weekend.”

Another head came around the corner, and a familiar face smiled. “Keska! How are you doing?”

“Pretty good. With my daughter and my... uh... partner and about to meet my other mother in the next few minutes.”

“Who is it?”

“Aluhara of the stronghold.”

“Wow. She’s good.”

“Yup. Oh, she’s here. Gotta go. Take care of Breen, and if your dude can get her home, that would be great.”

Xeva grinned. “Absolutely. You coming to the family barbecue?”

“Yup. Me and my fam. Take care, Breen. See you soon.”

Breen waved and laughed. “See you soon, Kes.”

The projector disk went dark, and Keska put it in her purse. Klauz looked at it. “What is that?”

“An invention.”

“But what is it?”

She smiled brightly at him. “Mine.”

He narrowed his eyes. “What would it take to get you to make six of them?”

She grinned and gave him the number. Klauz blinked.

She laughed. “I have a lot of money from legit patents. Lots of them. When I am ready for them to go mainstream, I will let you know. I am not even ready to test them yet.”

He smiled and nodded. “Right. I should see what’s keeping your party.”

Kessie’s eyes were shining. “Are we going to meet your sisters at the party?”

“Yup, and I am meeting them all for the first time.” She put her hand up, and Kessie squeezed it.

Klauz nodded. “Here they are.”

Keska shot to her feet as Sorooth and a male and female arrived.

“Keska, this is Aluhara and Hedoreth. Aluhara is one of your genetic donors. Aluhara, this is Keska and our daughter, Kessie.”

Keska remained locked in place. Kessie gripped her hand and pulled her around the table. “Come on, Mama.”

Keska was hauled around the table toward Aluhara, and the woman opened her arms and came in for a hug. “Hello. You are one that I was not expecting.”

“I have two sisters. We were the experiments to get the method working.”

“And Nigel.”

“Right. Nigel was before any of us.”

Aluhara asked, “Who is Nigel?”

Keska smiled and brought out a projection disk. “This is Nigel. He escaped with Avagail. We all got out as small children.”

Aluhara asked. “Did someone help you?”

Keska snorted. “No. We just knew we had to, so we did.”

“How old were you?”

Keska shrugged. “I dunno. Five maybe?”

Aluhara hugged her again. “I don’t know how I got so lucky to have so many survivors.”

“I don’t know. We are all a little insane. Oh, this is the granddaughter that you share with Nelith and Madame Lia. Kessie.” Keska knew she had been introduced before, but she was trying to switch the attention to her daughter.

“Madame Lia? Huh. Well, thankfully, you take after your other grandmothers.” Aluhara smiled. “You seem to have a calm temperament. Lia is known for her lack of verbal control.”

Kessie nodded. “I know that Grandma Lia has said mean things about Mom, both before I was born and after. That’s why Mom doesn’t come to visit at the stronghold, but we are here now, so we can live together while Dad is a teacher.”

Hedoreth asked, “What happens after that?”

Keska shrugged. “We go back to quarterly visits?”

Kessie leaned against her. “We will figure it out.”

Keska shook Hedoreth’s hand and said, “All these years waiting and all the kids are already through school.”

He laughed. “We are focusing on the grandkids. I have seen Kessie around the stronghold, and now that I know she is family, she will be extra protected during visits.”

Kessie snorted. “If you can save me from Grandma Lia’s cooking, I would be much obliged.”

Sorooth snorted. “She’s not wrong.”

Aluhara paused. “There was a blood call a while ago.”

“Oh, yeah. I was working, so I muted it.”

Her mother blinked. “You can do that?”

Kessie glowed as she said, “Mom’s amazing. She has seven activations.”

Keska snorted. “And now we have to order. Who wants to sit where?”

They arranged themselves around the table with the ladies on one side and the men on the other. Kessie was leaning against Keska, and when Klauz took their orders, he was grinning wide as he looked around and nodded. “Got it.”

They chatted a bit, and then Aluhara asked, “So, Keska, what do you do for a living?”

“Um, stuff?”

Kessie smiled. “She’s an inventor.”

Sorooth nodded. “She definitely is. Her wealth and that of her sisters put most actives to shame. They have businesses and buildings across the world. Except the stronghold.”

Keska blinked. “I never said that. I own quarters on the Makarro block. The ones with the balconies overlooking the gardens.”

Aluhara stared and blinked. “Why would you buy property there if you don’t intend to live there?”

“So that Kessie can have more family wealth at her disposal if she needs it.” Keska frowned.

“Oh. My. That is a very expensive set of apartments.”

The server came in and put the tea down. Keska asked, “Is it?”

Sorooth chuckled and looked at Hedoreth. “Yes. She has that kind of funds.”

“I can’t help it if folks like to buy the things I make.” She started fiddling with the metal in her purse. She worked it and calmed down. Kessie put her hand on her arm and stroked her shoulder.

Aluhara frowned. “What are you doing?”

“Um. Making something? I think I grabbed a handful of platinum.”

Kessie said, “Mom makes things when she’s nervous.”

“Ah. Well, how did you meet Sorooth?”

He smiled, and Keska’s hands worked faster.

“Um, I was the prototype escort for the BDC, and Sorooth was a patron. Kessie knows the story, but we were working on the masks and coming up with the protocols for escorts and patrons so everyone could be safe. Mostly.”

Kessie grinned. “And then I came along.”

“And we realized that having just one party on birth control was insufficient.” She put her arm around Kessie and kissed the top of her head.

Aluhara paused, looked from Sorooth to Keska, and she and her husband started laughing.

When they slowly halted their laughter, they sighed, and the meals arrived.

Aluhara paused. “So, that was fortuitous.”

“We think so, but that policy was created because Kessie was on board. Funnily enough, Sorooth wasn’t upset.”

Kessie grinned. “There are pictures every month, and then every three months when Dad took me with him.”

Aluhara frowned. “You didn’t take care of her?”

“I did, and then Sorooth took care of her. It was our agreement. He came to see me with her every three months, and the stronghold was demanding that he return to residence. Though that could have just been Lia.”

Aluhara made a disappointed sound. Keska slumped, and her fingers moved madly as she crafted something that she had in a portion of her mind.

Aluhara touched her arm. “I am sorry. I just dreamed of being a mother for so long that I could never imagine parting from my child.”

“So, all of your children are with you at the stronghold?”

“No.”

“But they are all living together, heavily guarded, and comfortable.”

“No. Oh. I see your point.”

“I let Kessie go because she needed to not be with me. It wasn’t safe. She was safe with her father, and that is where she went, and she has had wonderful adventures.”

Kessie leaned on her. “It’s okay, Mom. What did you make?”

“Oh. It’s a diorama of Aluhara’s daughters.” She set the platinum statuary on the table.

Aluhara looked at it. “Oh, my goodness. This is... There they are. My daughters, even my son. How did you know?”

“I don’t know. It’s one of my activations.”

Kessie was showing off her favourite foods on her plate, and Keska joined her and slowly started eating.

“One of.” Hedoreth blinked.

Keska nodded. “Yes, sir.”

Kessie frowned. “I said she had seven activations.”

Aluhara paused. “I think he thought you were not accurate in your count. Is it really seven?”

“Identifiable so far.” Keska shrugged and got more metal out, changing its state with her fingertips. “This was the first one.” She nodded to her hands.

She paused and took a few bites of food, clearing her plate.

Aluhara asked, “What are you making now?”

“I won’t know until it’s done.”

“Oh. That’s unusual.”

Keska snorted softly. “You get used to it.”

“So, you have some seer skills.”

“They aren’t really on the list yet.” She kept working, pausing to sip her tea. “Caska is a global legal library, and Avagail is a finance genius. She can make money out of almost nothing.” She smiled and kept working, seeing her little family taking shape under her fingertips. Sorooth was with her and Kessie, Caska was looking important, and Avagail was looking down at a tablet. Nigel was sitting with his tail in his mouth.

Her fingers kept working, and Aluhara and Nelith finished the sculpture. She handed it to Kessie.

Kessie grinned. “I see Grandma Lia isn’t there.”

“This is your matriarchal line. It means from the mother’s side. Your dad can make his own from his side.” She smiled.

Sorooth snorted. “Thanks. I will work on it.”

Keska wrinkled her nose at him.

Everyone finished their meals, and Aluhara kept touching her statues. “I don’t even know half of these ladies.”

“Every donation has ripe and then unripe eggs. My sisters and I were from some of the offshoots. They didn’t want to waste the good eggs, so we were all made from bits.”

“Ava was made from Aluhara as the primary base, and Caska and I were made from Nelith, then Aluhara, and some other stuff. Patchwork people.” She smiled and started another project.

The servers came in, refreshed the tea, and then brought dessert.

Aluhara put her arm around Keska. It took a few moments, and then Kes relaxed.

“So, I was told that you mostly have contact issues.”

“Well, we were punished for seeking affection or comfort. After a while, you get used to it. The closest Caska and I used to come was sitting back-to-back when we had escaped. I think we hugged for the first time when we were seven or eight.”

Kessie said, “But you hug me all the time.”

“Yes, because I know how important it is. That is all parents can do, just try to do better for the next generation. Lift our kids a bit higher. I could do that, so I made a list of what I was missing and tried to make sure you had it.”

Kessie leaned on her with a smile, and Aluhara started crying. Hedoreth got up and came around, walking his wife to the other side of the table, rubbing her arms, and kissing her temple.

Sorooth moved into the vacated spot and swapped the desserts. He cozied up to Keska and sighed. “I had forgotten that.”

She looked at Kessie. “That is why she had to go with you. I wasn’t sure how to love. I felt it but didn’t know how to express it, so she was better off because you were always very good at that kind of thing.”

He hugged her. “You got there.”

“Took me a decade.”

“So, for some things, you are a slow learner.”

“Yup. Emotional intelligence is my big stumbling block.”

“But you have managed it. Kessie doesn’t doubt for a moment that both of us love her.”

Kessie was leaning on her. Kes asked, “Do you mind moving to Askalla and starting school here?”

“No. The kids at the stronghold are starting to be divided into omegas, humans, and alphas. If I go here, I don’t get sorted.”

Understanding hit her like a thunderclap, and she looked at Sorooth. “You know?”

“All of Nelith’s offspring are omegas. Whether they show outward signs or not.”

Aluhara lifted her head and sniffled. “Really?”

“Well, as much fun as his rut was, if I hadn’t been able to meet him halfway, it would have been a very different scenario.”

She kissed Kessie on the head as Kessie played with her family statue.

Aluhara asked softly, “So, Keska, would you have other children?”

“You mean like randomly or Sorooth’s?” She smirked. The one-armed squeeze made her laugh.

Kessie smiled. “Daddy says he wants them to be his.”

Keska smiled. “So, she’s already a minder.”

Sorooth sighed. “And that is why we needed to head to Aksalla. The stronghold is rather mean to its minders. I don’t want that for her. Plus, she has an excellent instructor at home.”

“Well, you are good at brainy things.”

“I meant you. You have the hardest head I have ever met.”

She laughed.

“So, what are you working on now?”

“Oh, this is me. I thought you should see the preview before the party.” She held it out, and he looked at it with shock.

“You have wings.”

“Yup. And two bandoliers full of gadgets, and three belts with gadgets, and apparently a miniskirt and boots.”

He smiled softly. “You have butterfly wings.”

“Yeah, big ones.”

Kessie crawled over her and looked at the statue. “Can we see?”

“No. This dress isn’t built for it. I don’t have a dress for them yet, and they come out fast. Oh, and they have a blade edge.” She traced her finger along the top of one of the wings and showed Kessie the small cut on her finger.

“Oh. Okay.” She looked close up. “Wow. You look like a team member.”

She smiled. “They don’t wear miniskirts.”

“Oh. True. It’s a very cute skirt.”

Aluhara said softly, “Can I see it?”

“Watch the wings.” Sorooth handed her over.

Keska watched her mother examine the statue. “This is incredible. I have seen similar workmanship but in stone.”

Keska nodded. “The guard and agent memorial. Ledia of Hyreno does them. The statue is of Sgoth and Jeneev. Ledia is also an Uraddan, as is Jeneev.” Keska chuckled. “Ledia brought the walls down, and Jeneev cleared the harbour.”

Sorooth asked, “Do you think they are related to you?”

“No clue, and asking for genetic samples is a little rude. They are both much younger than I am, so if I am related to them, it would be their parents, not them.”

Aluhara looked at the statue and smiled. “Do your other sisters have activations like this?”

“No. Not yet.” She turned her attention to the chocolate cake in front of her and made her way into the molten centre.

When the Sethir chatted about stronghold stuff, she yawned and felt a soft pulse in her system. Her eyes got wide, and she started mentally counting.

Kessie leaned against her. “You okay? You got serious, Mom.”

“Yeah, sweetie. I am fine. I will just head back to the big house tonight.”

Sorooth looked at her. “Why?”

“I am just a little overwhelmed.”

His gaze sharpened. “Then, I think you should be in your house.”

Keska narrowed her eyes at him. “You caught on.”

“You said overwhelmed.” His eyes narrowed.

Hedoreth leaned down and whispered in his wife’s ear.

Aluhara laughed. “Ah. Right. Do you need help?”

Keska sighed. “I will ask Hemma. She’s my housekeeper.”

She sent a message to Hemma, and there was a smile in her reply. “Sure, Kes. Not a problem. How long do you run?”

“Um, three days. Two if he’s matching my energy. One if my birth control fails,” she typed.

“Got it. Laying in supplies. Do I have your permission to take Kessie around the city?”

“I will ask Sorooth, but I can’t think that it would be an issue. I can ask Salat to help if it helps.”

“Good. Get the authorization from Sorooth, and contact your business partner.”

“Sorooth, do you authorize Salat and Hemma to take Kessie around the city during the overwhelm?”

He smiled and nodded. “She wants written clearance?”

“She does.” She sent a text to Salat, and he replied, “Excellent. Baola is with us this week, and she’s been desperate to get into the city. I would be glad to take Kessie around.”

“Hemma will be coming along as a chaperone.”

“That will be fun. I always wanted to turn some girls loose on a live range. I just got Sorooth’s authorization.”

“Fine, but you are the responsible adult. Remember that.”

A laughing cat emoji filled her screen.

She exhaled. “Okay, his step-daughter is in town tomorrow, and she wants to have fun in the city, and Kessie is welcome to go with them, and Hemma is going to come with to chaperone.”

Sorooth smiled. “Well, is there anything else we can do here?”

Aluhara grinned. “I would never get in the way of a heat, so I suppose we can just finish up, hug, and then try to make arrangements to meet again.”

Keska grinned, took the statue of her, and gave it to Sorooth. “You can’t keep me. You can keep all of us.”

She handed over the group statue, and Aluhara smiled. “I haven’t met half of them.”

“Then, you have many more reunions to look forward to.”

She walked over and hugged Aluhara. “I am learning. Every time I meet someone new, I am learning. Mother Aluhara, it has been delightful to meet you.”

“It has been wonderful meeting you, daughter. It’s nice that at least my hair overwrote Nelith’s genes.”

Keska laughed. “Thank you. You were way too serene.”

Aluhara grinned. “I used to kick ass on a regular basis, now I only have my beloved Hedoreth to pick on. He takes it, but we negotiate afterward.”

“Well, if I could ever get a confirmation that I would be safe at the stronghold, I might try to visit once. I just don’t want to hurt anyone. I will be so tense it won’t be funny.”

Aluhara nodded. “I believe I understand. You know what happened to Nelith.”

“It was the same time I got pregnant with Kessie. I think our minds linked, and she may have been calm, but the pain burned me. That atonement had a result, and her child is here in the city. At least her hands grew back.”

Aluhara paled. “Oh.”

“And she was the same height then as Kessie is now. Two rutting bastards were willing to attack a woman who looked like a child.”

“Oh, gods. Okay. I will talk to the royal family. And thank you. Your wariness makes much more sense.”

“Yup.” Another soft pulse started running through her. She walked to the door of the private room and spoke to the hostess. A few seconds later, the bill was there, already paid.

Keska sighed. “Who paid for it?”

Klauz came out of the kitchen. “I did. You don’t take advantage of your partnership nearly enough.”

“Fine, but if Salat shows up with three young women tomorrow, put it on my tab.”

Klauz grinned. “Done.”

Sorooth put his arm around her waist. “Ready?”

“Yup. Apparently, the big purple doofus comped the bill.”

Hedoreth frowned. “Why?”

Klauz said with delight, “She’s a partner in the business. Has been since the capitol. She has an instinct for where to put her money.”

Keska sighed and pulled out one of the projectors. “Here. You can let Drin have this, and it will broadcast full-size through your coms. Just tell me how well it worked, and don’t tell me what she did with it. I want it back in a month and for it not to be sticky.”

Klauz laughed. “Thank you.”

“It will link to her com and work from there.”

“How?”

“Because I told it to.”

Sorooth chuckled. “Shall we go?”

She felt her body changing gears. “Yeah, probably a good idea.”

Aluhara was on the arm of Hedoreth, and Kessie wormed her way under Keska’s arm. “Are you in heat, Mom?”

“No, not yet. Getting there.”

“Oh.” She paused as they got in the elevator, and Keska tried to focus. “Are you going to have another baby?”

“Not today. Not tomorrow.” She smiled at Kessie. “There is time before anything happens.”

Kessie smiled. “But you don’t feel good right now?”

“I feel different. My body is out of practice and trying to get ready to do something it doesn’t normally do. So, it’s like running without stretching. My body is trying to stretch.”

Sorooth coughed as he ushered them out onto the main floor, and Aluhara was concerned, touching Keska’s cheek and forehead.

Keska grinned. “Are you going to tell me to take two aspirin and lie down? I can assure you, it doesn’t actually work.”

Aluhara kissed her forehead. “I know. My metabolism is so slow that this never happened to me. It took an entire lab team just to speed me up to the point where they could harvest eggs once, and then someone stole them.” She smiled at Kessie. “You have no inkling of how happy I am that they are coming back to me. You are a treasure, Keska. You and your sisters. I hope to meet them soon.”

“We will issue an invite after we are out of our speed wobble.” She reached into her purse and took out a small object the size of a coin. “If you ever need to stop someone in their tracks, use this. Hit them centre mass. The gadget does the rest.”

Aluhara smiled. “Thank you, but my favourite part of tonight is the statue of our family.”

Sorooth nodded. “My favourite part is yet to come.”

Keska sighed, hugged Hedoreth, and hugged Aluhara again. They walked to their car, which was near Sorooth’s, and then everyone went their separate ways.

Sorooth tucked her into the front seat after Kessie was seated. “How long do we have?”

“Three hours. Hemma is gearing up for it.” Keska sighed. “I wish it had an off or not right now button.”

He kissed her quickly, grinned, and closed her door. He walked around and got behind the wheel, and they were off in a few moments. He reached out and held her hand during the entire drive back to the house between schools.

The gate at the drive closed behind them as they drove in, and Keska got nervous as she always did when he was around for a heat. This time was different. He was staying.

Once inside, Kessie hugged her and her dad and skipped off to get some snacks with Hemma, showing off the statue and her dad’s statue.

Keska fidgeted. Sorooth asked quietly, “Do you have a space?”

She nodded. “Let’s pack a bag so we don’t look like we have been wrestling bears when we’re done.”

“Oh, I am never done. I am just resting for propriety’s sake.” Sorooth smiled as they walked to the bedroom, and she picked her clothing.

“Oh, shoot. You don’t have clothing here yet.”

He grinned. “It’s fine. I can fold these and put them aside. I will order our luggage from our hotel while we are here. It will be here when we emerge.”

He tapped into his com unit and nodded. “They will be delivered here when Hemma requests them. I notified her as well.”

“Oh. I am sorry. I should have thought of it.”

“Keska, the first time we were together, you lunged at me and took me to the ground in seconds. Your current coherence and restraint are the result of maturity.”

“No, I just know how fast I can get your clothes off.” She smiled. “And how fast you can.”

He laughed.

She had her bag and nodded. “So, to the soundproofed zone?”

He nodded. “Lead the way.”

She inhaled and took her go bag to the rear stairs. She walked down to the main floor and then to the basement. The heavily fortified door beckoned, and she keyed it open with a code before looking to Sorooth. “Biometrics?”

He nodded, and she coded him into the system. A few moments later, they were inside, and she was checking the plumbing while he made the bed. Once they connected, they were going to be tangled for a very long time.

When everything was set, she returned to the main room and kicked off her shoes. Sorooth was unbuttoning his shirt when she reached for the zip on the dress. He walked over to her and smiled. “Let me.”

Facing her, he reached behind, slowly lowered the zip, and then pulled the fabric forward and down. His breathing hitched, and she smiled as he leaned in for a kiss.

“Keska, I have missed you with everything in me.”

“Sorooth, I am glad you are here.” She slid her hands up his chest as her bra went and her panties hit the floor.

He lifted her, and she wrapped her legs around his waist. “So am I.”

* * * *
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Three days later, Kessie, Hemma, and Ekbert were sitting around the table when the couple came in, leaning against each other and looking like they had fought a shipwreck for days.

Hemma got a platter out of the oven, and Keska grinned. “My favourite.”

Five pounds of barbecue of various origins were waiting.

Keska croaked. “How did you know?”

Kessie pointed to a water glass. “It stopped wiggling.”

Hemma smiled calmly. “It’s a good indicator.”

Ekbert laughed. “I am going out. Kessie, did you want that swimming lesson?”

“Yes, please.” She walked around and hugged her parents. “So, do you think boy or girl?”

Keska lifted a weak arm and wrapped it around Kessie. “At this point, all I am thinking about is shredded pork.”

Her daughter looked up at her and then to the housekeeper. “Okay. Hemma, when can we tell them about everything that happened?”

Hemma covered her eyes. “After they are back to themselves, so give them a few hours. They are going to be crashing on the couch today. Catching up with things.”

Kessie grinned, hugged her dad again, and ran outside with Ekbert.

Hemma looked at the two actives, who were staring at her accusingly. “Everyone is fine. There was some light property damage, but Salat is taking that on his driving, and Kessie made a friend. Baola is coming over to play this afternoon. We did go to Daycross on Thursday. I know where you live. So, Kessie had a great day with Lii and Baola.”

Keska groaned. “What day is today?”

“Saturday morning. If you want to go to the family barbecue, they will send someone after lunch. It’s seven in the morning right now. Kessie gets up early.”

Sorooth settled next to Keska and balled up meat in his fingertips for her.

Hemma watched and got the tray of fruit for them afterward. Water, juice, tea, and coffee were all offered.

She watched her boss slowly recover from a three-day heat, but there was a glow under her skin that made her smile. A new little lord or lady was forming inside her.

When they were sipping their beverages and the meal had been cleared, Keska asked softly, “So, what happened?”

Hemma started putting the few shreds of leftovers away. “Nothing of note.”

“That sounds like a lie.” Keska chuckled.

“It isn’t anything that should be concerning. Now that you two are up, it’s all good.”

Sorooth smiled. “Uh-oh. I am calling Salat.”

He kissed Keska, got up, and walked into another room.

Keska said, “Hemma, where’s your necklace?”

Hemma touched her neck, and the pendant that Keska had made with the emergency com inside was gone. “Uh. It broke?”

“Tell me.”

She lifted her head. “I don’t have to. Salat is in the driveway with Khytten, the littles, nannies, and Baola.”

Keska blinked. “You called them?”

“Salat wanted to speak to a friend of mine. There have been queries. A lot of queries.”

“Oh, shit. You had to call Zephyr.”

Hemma tapped her nose.

“It was recorded?”

“Yup. All over the news.”

“Oh, dear. So, everyone saw.”

“Yup.”

“Shit. Did she do anything watery?”

“Nope, but she is rather hard to miss. Sorry, but it was necessary.” She smiled. “Salat has a crush, and I think Khytten isn’t too far behind.”

Keska laughed softly. “Is she well?”

“Um, she’s hiding in your pool.”

Keska’s eyes went wide. “Fucking hell.”

A dazed Sorooth came forward. “They... went on a road trip.”

Keska nodded. “Got it. Is being a parent always this exciting?”

He wrapped his arms around her. “Let’s have another and find out.”

She leaned into him and sighed. “We have another set of guests coming to the door. It isn’t usual, but we have a special guest in the pool. Possibly helping with the swimming lesson.”

“With Kessie?”

“And Ekbert. Yes.”

Sorooth asked softly, “Can we go back to your nest?”

Keska laughed. “We can go back there anytime you want but not today. Today isn’t for that.”

Hemma must have opened the door because Khytten came up to her. “I am so sorry about this, but something happened. Here. Drink this.”

“Do you have one for Sorooth? I was a little rough with him.”

Her partner snorted. “She isn’t wrong.”

Khytten went from concerned to amused. “Here you go. One each.”

Keska slugged back her vial, and Sorooth did the same. Salat slunk in a little sheepish. He cleared his throat. “First, love the house. Great yard.”

Keska smiled. “You have been here before?”

“Yeah. You have an amazing daughter and a housekeeper who keeps her head. With Baola in the mix, they were unstoppable.”

Sorooth said, “Who tried to stop them?”

The kids trooped through the house with their older sister and their nannies. Baola already had her swimsuit on. Khytten grinned. “Seers.”

Keska sat back down, feeling better and less achy. Salat and Khytten sat down, and so did Sorooth.

Salat said, “Do you know that your housekeeper has a price on her head but not for what you would think?”

Keska grinned, and Sorooth put his arm around her. “Tell me more.”

The story spilled out, and footage was displayed, leaving Sorooth horrified and then impressed.

Their first official day as a household was off to an astonishing start. Keska wondered what their anniversary would bring.
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Author’s Note
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Okay, so while not a cliffhanger, there is an unseen set of events that will be covered in the next book. It involves assassins, a Uraddan retrieval team, a car chase, and a twenty-foot blue woman who can breathe water. You know. The usual. I had better go write that scene for the next book.

Thanks for reading.

Viola Grace
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