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Wrapped In Thought


A talent for knowing what folks were thinking was something Aliiva had come to terms with, but leaving her home and using those skills at the Citadel was not something she was prepared for.

Learning etiquette, deportment and self defense becomes her focus, but when the combat instructors keep running away, what is she supposed to do?

Returning from a harsh assignment, Baengar is not very keen to take on a new apprentice, until he sees Aliiva. Making sure that she is prepared to take on whatever comes her way is his primary concern. As they get to know each other, the concern shifts into something much more intense, and when they are sent on a mission together he knows that they have a destiny beyond their duty.
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Chapter One

Aliiva Egrar grinned as she piled up fruit in the market. Her family’s stall was well attended and smiling and chatting at the customers was par for the course.

“Ali, what are you doing with that evening fruit?” Her mother’s voice made several of the approaching customers smile.

“I am creating a display, Mama.” Aliiva grinned and finished the stack of fruit designed to relax inhibitions.

“Don’t eat any of it.”

Ali blushed as one of the city guards passed by. He inclined his head in greeting and she whirled to confront her mother. “Mom, don’t kid around like that. Hervar has been circling the market for the last three fair days. He comes past here often enough that I am starting to think it might not be coincidence.”

Her mother looked over her shoulder and smiled at the shape of the guard on his rounds. “He might just be doing his rounds, love. What does your other sense tell you?”

Aliiva paled. “I haven’t checked. Give me a moment.”

Walking to a quiet part of the stall, she sat on the stool and ran her hand along her skin. At this time of the day, she hadn’t been exposed to that many folks, so when she passed the spot on her arm where psychic residue remained it was crystal clear. With a clenched fist, she concentrated the residue and identified the thoughts.

Her stomach flipped when she found the interest in Hervar’s thoughts and she got queasy when the reason for his frequent circuit was revealed. There was a bomber in the Recovan market and the guard was looking for him before he planted a device near the Sector’s summit.

“Well, Ali, what did you find?”

She looked up at her smiling mother and watched the smile die. “Nothing good.”

Doing her own rounds of the market place was not unusual for her. Once her family’s stall was set up, she frequently wandered around visiting. To excuse her constant brushing of her arms, she had left her jacket back with her mother. The day was cold enough for her to walk briskly through the gathered shoppers and when she brushed against the dark thoughts that she was looking for, she quickly searched the crowd for a guard.

“Hervar!” She ran up to him and smiled.

“Miss Egrar, what are you doing so far from your family?”

She laughed lightly. “I believe that you were looking for something this morning when you passed our stall. I think I have found it.”

He looked confused and smiled in an embarrassed manner. “I am sure that I don’t know what you are talking about.”

She sighed. This was always the tricky part. She had no idea how to get it across to him that she knew what the bomber looked like and where he was going next.

“There was a gentleman near our stall and I think he had the item that you were searching for.” She almost rolled her eyes when he finally seemed to understand what she was speaking about.

“Do you know where it is?”

She nodded. “I have to stop by my stall, but it is on the way.”

He made his polite goodbyes to the very buxom lass at the fruit-juice booth and followed her to the garden stall. She jerked her head to her mother and her jacket came flying at her.

“We had to get your jacket?”

She scowled at the man who now seemed far more dense than attractive. “Yes. It’s a cold morning.”

It was the last thing she felt like mentioning to him as she surreptitiously stroked her arm and thigh to keep the tracking of the bomber’s thoughts up to date. Aliiva moved swiftly through the crowds gathering at the far edge of the fair grounds. The Sector representatives as well as Citadel recruiters were under a huge canopy and the bomber was moving through the crowd with the support platform for the tent as his target.

It became harder to keep her target’s thoughts in her focus as the thoughts of the crowd wrapped around her and clung. Ali kept the man in her line of sight and when he moved to the edge of the platform to plant the bomb, she looked around for her guard. He was nowhere to be seen.

Cursing inwardly, she patted herself down quickly. Her mother had a tendency to load her coat with weapons, but all she had today was a long Naku squash. It would have to be enough.

Ali crept up on the bomber. Their bodies were hidden from direct view by the panels of the pavilion. “Stop what you are doing.”

It was a nervous attempt at trying to get him to cease, but he looked at her for only a moment before he kept going. “Be gone, farm girl. This does not concern you.”

She tightened her lips, gripped the Naku and glided in behind him. She struck him at the back of the head and he crumpled without a sound.

The timer on the bomb was already flashing.

Hervar rushed up behind her. “Is that him?”

She felt like being sarcastic, but there wasn’t time. “Yes it is, but he had time to start the bomb. Evacuate the pavilion.”

He nodded and started to run.

She sighed. He hadn’t even asked her if she was okay. Grimacing, she stroked her hands along the bomber and closed her fists to read the thoughts. Disarming the bomb would be tricky, but she could manage it if she wasn’t disturbed.

She rolled his unconscious body to one side and started to work on the glowing object that was about to turn the platform under the delegates into a swirling vortex of acid.

Ali pressed the code, twisted the wires and put pressure on the central plate. With a low groan of breath, she removed her hand from the device and sighed in relief as the lights turned off.

When the bomber moved, she hit him with the squash again and then sat still waiting for the rest of the guard to come and make an arrest.

She wished that she was surprised when they arrested her alongside the dazed bomber, but since there was no way for her to have known his identity otherwise, she went along with the men who were arresting them.

They were marched past a group of men and women of a variety of species. One of the women stopped their march of shame and looked her in the eye. “Release her. She will be questioned privately. She has done us a great service and we need not inconvenience her any more than she has already been.”

The guards hesitated. The woman cleared her throat and jerked her head. The restraints fell off without anyone touching them.

“Thank you, child. I know it has been a stressful day. Resume your routine. We will call upon you later.” The woman touched her shoulder and nodded.

Ali got out of there as quickly as she could. There was no way that she was going to do well with that much guilt and hostility near her. If it had been coming from the bomber, it would be one thing, but her casual assessment had been reading the guards as they had fastened her arms together.

When she returned to the stall, most of the produce was gone and she was relieved. She put on a cheerful face. “All sold out?”

Her mother nodded, concern in her features. “Yes, are you all right?”

“I just need a moment to myself, Mama. But it was the right thing to do.”

She sat back on her stool and touched her shoulder where the robed woman had made contact. As she closed her fist, she smiled sadly. No good deed went unpunished and she was about to meet her destiny whether she wanted it or not.

The Citadel was coming for tea.




Chapter Two

With their stall shut down for the day, the remaining produce put away, there was nothing left to do but go home and wait for the authorities.

“Ali, what do you think they are going to do to you?”

“Mama, I have no idea. I am glad I did what I did, but I have no idea how I am going to explain it.” She flipped the switches on their skimmer and they flew home with the wave of daily traffic leaving the city.

“I know, honey. I am glad that your dad will be with us when they come. A united front is better than you facing them on your own.”

Aliiva grinned and the moment that traffic peeled away, she gunned the skimmer down the rural lanes and whipped it onto their property.

The commercial harvest was sold, only the small farmer’s market supply remained and the storehouse that the family used was bursting at the seams. The Egrar farm was doing well and had enough cash to carry it into the next decade if anything were to go wrong with the seasons.

Her family’s farm had been endangered when she was a child due to drought and her father swore never to let it get that close to disaster again. He was as good as his word and while they had spent several lean years on the edge of insolvency, they had eventually pulled away and now were in a secure position.

If she was arrested by the Citadel, at least she knew that her family was going to be fine. Her three younger siblings were almost adults and were all blessedly normal. Talent seemed to collect only in the eldest child, so the younger ones were safe from the kind of adjustments she had been forced to make.

Aliiva settled the skimmer neatly in the off-load area and started to unload the vehicle, storing the remaining squash and other produce, crate by crate.

Huge and familiar hands joined hers. “Your ma tells me that we are getting guests this afternoon.”

Her father towered over her as he hauled off two of the heavy crates easily to her struggle with one. “Yes, we are. I am sorry, Papa.”

“You did what your conscience told you to do. There is nothing wrong with following your sense of duty or saving lives.”

“Mama told you that I saved lives?” She leaned against the stack of crates and blinked at him in the dimness of the storage barn.

“She didn’t have to. I know you, blossom. You would never risk yourself if there weren’t others at stake.” He gave her a quick hug and they returned to unloading the skimmer.

After everything was stored and the climate control was running, she entered the house and her mother ordered her to go and freshen up.

“They will be here within the hour. I was told to expect four of them, so Viinya is working on the parlour and Riisha is setting out the good tea service. You need to take a shower and get presentable.”

With her mother snapping a kitchen towel at her, Aliiva ran up the stairs and took a quick shower, washing away not only the dust and sweat of travel and labour, but also the concern her father had left on her skin with his hug.

Since she was a child, she had been able to read the thoughts of others through either direct contact or proximity. People left traces on her skin and if she wanted to, she could peel those traces off and read what they were thinking about. Whatever their prime focus was became a tangible mark left on her skin in a shell that she carried with her.

With a towel wrapped around her, she pattered down to the room she was allotted as the eldest and she picked out some practical but tidy clothing. Her loose trousers appeared to be a skirt if you did not look to close and the brilliant green laced-up blouse that she wore was quite flattering to her pale hair and icy blue eyes.

Her hair brushed out to hang down her back and she checked her appearance in her mirror. She bit her lip and double checked the laces on her sandals before she went down the stairs to help her mother with the last of the arrangements.

She needn’t have worried about anything. Her sisters had finished the preparations and her mother was standing by and viewing the results with a satisfied eye.

“It looks lovely, Mama. I don’t think they are here for high tea, though. Don’t be disappointed if they arrest me and leave.”

Her mother came and hugged her, her concern wrapping around Aliiva and holding as tight as she did.

When her mother released her, Aliiva removed the concern and let it go into the universe.

“Sorry, Ali. I didn’t mean to get that all over you.”

“Mama, you worry. I know. I worry that you worry and we will deal with whatever comes through our door.” She didn’t have a chance to say anything else, because a knock on the door announced the visitors.

An hour later, the cakes, sandwiches and snacks had been devoured. Polite conversation had been kept to the weather on Caneer as well as harvests.

The entire Egrar family was sitting across from the four visitors. With nothing but teacups and crumb-laden plates in front of them, the visitors sat back.

Recruiter Jathi of the Citadel smiled. “So, now that the pleasantries have been observed, I would like to ask Aliiva a question. Would you be willing to join the Citadel?”

Aliiva gasped. “I thought you were here to arrest me.”

Jathi smiled, her face crinkling with amusement. “No, we are not here to arrest you. Grero, here, has read the scene and confirmed what we knew. You got the information and managed to disarm the bomb before anyone was injured. That is the kind of instinct that we enjoy fostering. We also have never seen anything like your talent and if you allow us to assist you, you could develop it into something even more extraordinary.”

Aliiva smiled. “My family needs me here.”

Draolin Egrar looked at her and shook his head. “Ali, here, you will only be able to live the farm life and work with your family. With the Citadel, you can make a difference in the lives of folk that we cannot imagine. We can make do without you here. I can hire a hand and a bookkeeper if need be. You have to live you own life.”

Viinya grinned with the expression that only a sister could manage. “And report back on your activities. We can live vicariously through you.”

Aliiva blinked and looked at her family. They were all nodding and gesturing for her to say yes.

“Can I come home for visits?” She knew she sounded like a banished child, but she wanted confirmation from all parties that she wasn’t banned from her home.

Jathi grinned. “Of course. We can put it in your agreement that the Citadel will provide you with ten days out of four hundred back here on your home world. Is that acceptable?”

Looking at her encouraging family, she shrugged. “Yes? When would I have to leave?”

Jathi smiled. “I leave in two days. You can take that time to be with your family and to prepare. I will return here in two days with the agreement.”

“If the Citadel is a research and training group, why do I have to sign an agreement?”

The older woman to the left of Jathi with the dark rainbow hair and matching eyes smiled. “If you go on any assignments for the Sector Guard or Citadel, you get hazard pay. If you become an instructor, you receive a stipend in addition to your clothing, food and shelter.”

“So, I would get paid for doing what comes naturally?”

The older woman smiled. “Yes. That is the idea.”

Nervousness began to shift and a sense of anticipation ran through her. “I will be ready. What time will you want to leave?”

With the details rapidly hashed out, her family gathered around her as the visitors left.

She was wrapped in a group hug that left a band of warmth around her heart. Aliiva took the emotions, the thoughts and even the fears and did something she rarely did. She saved the collection in a tiny band and pressed it behind her left ear.

No matter where she went in the future, she would keep it with her and her family’s support would only be the tiniest of touches away.




Chapter Three

She cried for the first two days. Aliiva had never been away from home before, let alone off planet. When she finished snivelling, her training began.

A quiet acolyte in white collected her from her rooms and led her to the place where her first class was to begin.

The woman with the rainbow hair was waiting for her when she entered the training room. Instead of a war room or a gym, the older woman sat in front of a tea set with a wardrobe of clothing behind her.

The woman remained seated and inclined her head in welcome. “Welcome, Aliiva Egrar. Please have a seat.”

Aliiva dropped herself into the chair and the woman wrapped her knuckles on the table. “Stand up and try again. Use grace this time. Stand next to the chair and lean down while keeping your back straight, bend your knees to get you where you want to go.”

Aliiva blinked. “What kind of training is this?’

The woman grinned. “Deportment, etiquette and manners. With your skills, you are going to be a powerful talent and you will do your best work in threat detection. That means mingling in the highest circles and that means you need to learn traditions and rituals associated with polite behaviour. I am the one to teach you.”

Aliiva stood and gracefully descended into the chair. “May I ask your name?”

“Equilar Deeha, of the Moreski imperial family. My granddaughter and her husband are in the Sector Guard. Is that enough credentials for you?”

Aliiva smiled. “I was not questioning your qualifications, merely your name. I am still getting used to being away from everything I know. Names are my only anchor to those around me.”

Equilar’s face went from aloof to concerned in a moment. “Of course. I am sorry, they told me that your species doesn’t leave often, but I hadn’t realized how disconnected you would feel. That is actually a good thing.”

Ali quirked her lips. “How so?”

“You can keep your family in your thoughts but see each society through new eyes. Folk who grow up in a more travelled area often gain prejudices and stereotypes from those around them. You get to start clean with an open mind.”

“Is that really an asset?”

“Innocence can always be an asset.” Equilar smiled. “If your training progresses, you will travel to hot spots with another investigator and determine the truth of the situations.”

She was confused. “I thought that the Citadel had personnel for that sort of thing. I am not an interrogator.”

Equilar stood and put her hand on Ali’s shoulder. “You do not have to be. You will simply learn and report.”

As the woman removed her hand, Ali brushed her fingers over that spot. She heard Equilar’s thoughts in her mind and blushed at both the compliments and the insult.

“Thank you for liking the arrangement of my hair and I am sure that even an uneducated twit from Caneer can manage to learn how to use utensils on this table.” She smiled politely.

Equilar blushed. “You got all of that from the brief contact?”

“Yes.”

The woman straightened and smiled. “Then we had better get started so that you can prove my first impression incorrect.”

“Your impression is your own. I will learn because that is what I am here for.” Ali met the woman’s eyes with calm determination.

Equilar sat across from her with a boneless grace. “In that case, get your elbows off the table and let’s begin.”

Three hours of gruelling etiquette later and Aliiva was confident that she would run screaming from any table hosting more than six pieces of silverware. An apprentice came to collect her for her afternoon’s training and he bowed apologetically when she asked about lunch. “In the future, Madame will feed you. Today you will have to face your combat training on an empty stomach.”

Aliiva was distracted by hunger before she asked, “Combat training?”

“It is what the recruiter decided would benefit you most. Recruiter Jathi is very good at that sort of thing.”

Ali smiled. “Will you always be shuttling me around like this?”

“This is a service given to new recruits on their first week. Since this is our first year on Morganti, we have options to work with the Sector Guard during training.”

“That sounds like fun.”

“It can be, but most of them can kick your ass without effort, even the girls.”

He sounded a little disgruntled about that last comment of his.

She laughed. Tons of farm boys had the same problem. When a girl had a talent for lifting or riding a harvester, they tended to freak out a little.

She held any further questions until she entered the huge room and her escort disappeared. “Hello?”

Her voice echoed through the huge, empty warehouse.

A masculine voice rumbled over her and she turned to face the Kozue warrior who was glaring at her. “So, you are the new arrival.”

“I am. What are you going to try and teach me?”

He went to the rack on the wall and removed one of the guns, “Fire this at the target at the end of the warehouse and we will see what you need to learn.”

She hefted the gun and took aim at the far end of the warehouse. Without thinking about it, she adjusted her vision, focussed and fired. When she finished with the weapon, a snowflake had been crafted on the far-off target.

“You have fired this kind of rifle before.”

“Projectile rifles? Yes. We use them to hunt vermin and predators on the farm. I don’t have experience in energy weapons or anything of that nature.”

He nodded and made notes on a data pad. “Fine, we will test you on the blasters next.”

When she held the blaster backward, he touched her and adjusted her grip so that the business end was pointing at the target.

The tiny contact left a trace on her skin and when she missed the target and he had to adjust her stance, another trace was left. After she finished missing the target, she put the blaster down and confronted her instructor.

Her fingers read the traces and she stiffened with frustration. “Sir, I am not a whore, I am not useless and I am not trying to seduce you.”

He froze. “What?”

“You are thinking that I have the looks of a prostitute and have been sent here to tempt you out of your Kozue sensibilities.”

He blinked. “I am impervious to mental invasion.”

She snorted. “I didn’t invade your mind. You left your traces on me with every contact.”

He backed away and muttered to himself before using the com unit on the wall.

“Remain here. An apprentice will be here to escort you to your next appointment.”

Aliiva opened her mouth, but he was already gone.

She looked over the precisely labelled weapons and twitched her lips as she read all of them. Kozue were usually a little twitchy about psychic talents, but she had never met one who reacted this violently to the very idea of being read.

“What did you do to Kannor?” The same apprentice appeared at her side.

“I merely told him what he was thinking. It frightened him.” She shrugged.

The apprentice burst into laughter. “You told Kannor what he was thinking? No wonder he ran for it.” The apprentice gestured for her to come with him.

“Why would my talent freak him out?” She walked through the quiet halls with her companion.

“Kannor’s biggest strength is that his mind is impenetrable. I am sure that there will be several folks who will want to learn your trick.”

She winced as understanding ran through her. Kozue were sensitive for such a war-mongering species. She rubbed at her forehead. “So, I am his worst nightmare?”

The apprentice chuckled. “More or less. The facility coordinator wishes to speak with you before you continue your instruction here. Are you willing to have the meeting now?”

Aliiva sighed, rubbed her arms and quickly touched the spot behind her left ear where her family’s love resided. “Yes. I can have the meeting now. I am obviously not doing anything else with my time.”

“It isn’t a great attitude, but I will take it.”

It wasn’t the most auspicious start to her first training day, but it did make for a break from mourning her home.




Chapter Four

Baengar Lekkal was exhausted. Two weeks working with Sector Guard extraction teams had worked on his nerves and his body with equal measure.

As he walked up the pathway to the Morganti Citadel, Apprentice Kalo came to him and took his bags.

“What is it, Kalo?”

“Turnari needs to speak with you about a new recruit.”

The exaggerated calm of Kalo’s tone was not lost on Baengar. “What is up, Kalo?”

The younger man grinned. “You have got to hear it to believe it.”

His curiosity overrode his exhaustion. “Turnari had better be more forthcoming than you are.”

Kalo chuckled. “I will drop your bags in your rooms. Shall I dump them for a cleaning cycle?”

Baengar gave him a dark look and the younger man moved down one of the corridors. Stomping down the halls, he reached the coordinator’s office and knocked on the door.

“Come in, Baengar.”

Turnari raised his head and rubbed at his forehead, his horns gleaming in the light of his lamps.

“What is up, Turnari?”

“We have a situation. Have a seat. The tea is fresh.”

Baengar took a seat at the table set with two places and poured himself a cup of tea and a glass of water. Munching on a sandwich, he waited for the facility manager to finish his notes. Turnari got to his feet and joined Baengar at the table, his frame taxing the small chair.

“Now, Baengar, let me preface this by saying that I know you have sworn off taking personal apprentices, but we have a situation.”

He sipped at his tea and waited for the Dhemon to continue.

“We have a recruit and she has a peculiar and amazing talent. She needs hand-to-hand and weapons training.”

Baengar sipped at his tea and leaned forward. “How long has she been here?”

“Ten days.”

“And you haven’t started her training?” That was a bit of a surprise. Normally, an asset would begin immediately training to master their talents and whatever skills they needed to go with it.

Turnari rubbed his forehead again. “I didn’t say that. She has gone through three instructors. They all refused to work with her again.”

Curious now, he leaned forward. “Why?”

“Because she is honest, homesick and blunt to the point of rudeness. No matter their mental shields, she can read whatever her instructors are thinking.” Turnari sat back in his chair. “You are the only one that I could think of who will not care what she reads.”

“Thanks, I think.”

“It is true. She is a very attractive female and that has thrown her instructors for a loop. They were unprepared when confronted on their admiration of her appearance. Frankly, she frightened them away.”

Baengar nodded. “What will I be preparing her for?”

“Full-on espionage. She has a skill for getting intelligence that makes a telepath look clumsy in comparison. She can gain delicate intel just by walking through a room. We need her and we need her prepared for anything that can come her way. Equilar is on etiquette and deportment and she seems to be coming along well in that regard.”

Baengar let out a low whistle. “Equilar, huh? That is something.”

“I know. She jumped at the chance after meeting Aliiva on Caneer. She saw potential in that young woman and I think you will have to see the files before you understand what your new trainee is.” He keyed in a set of secure codes and surveillance footage from Caneer came up.

Baengar leaned forward as he watched the image of the woman bash the bomber over the head with some kind of melon. He blinked as she ran her hands over the man, closed her fists for a moment and then opened them to begin working on the bomb. It was a complicated device and as her thick platinum braid slithered over one shoulder, she kept her face calm and she worked until the unit was disarmed.

When she finished her work, she slumped in relief, a bright smile on her face that quickly faded as she was arrested with the bomber. Resignation took over and Baengar couldn’t help but admire her composure.

“She’s impressive. What does she do, exactly?”

“She reads psychic residue. Any touch or extreme emotion copies a few seconds of thought onto her body and she can retrieve that thought at any time. Unlike a telepath, she will never show signs of what she is reading, because she does not read the information at site. Aliiva Egrar literally wears the intel she gathers until she has time to read it.”

Baengar whistled. “More impressive. No wonder the intelligence service is waiting for her.”

“We need to get her checked out on all weapons and some fairly intense hand-to-hand stuff.”

He nodded. “So, when do you want me to start?”

“Well, you look like hell, so how about tomorrow after lunch? That way, you can get a few meals and a good night’s sleep in you.”

“You are taking it for granted that I am willing to do it.”

Turnari grinned. “I saw what happened to you when you first saw her. You think she is the one.”

Baengar fought the urge to growl and inclined his head instead. “It is possible, but I won’t know until I meet her.”

“What if she isn’t interested in you?”

“Then I will simply have to try harder.” He grinned and got to his feet. “Noon tomorrow it is. Will Kalo bring her to the firing range?”

Turnari laughed. “Kalo has appointed himself her guardian. He helps her get from place to place and I think he sees her home sickness more than anyone else. I get the impression he thinks of her as a little sister.”

“Good. I don’t want her being alone when I am not here.” Baengar smiled.

“With her talents, it will probably be the other way around.” Turnari grinned.

“So, I will be left waiting here while she travels?” The switch was not lost on him.

“Probably. Or off on your own journeys while she works in the most elegant receptions in the Sector.”

“I have to train her to my exacting specifications first. How do you think she will do?” He didn’t wait for Turnari to answer, leaving the room and heading for his own quarters.

Baengar lay in bed after his shower, thinking about the woman he had seen on the vid. Turnari would not have shown him the vid if the woman had not been available. The moment that she had entered the security footage, he had felt the click of recognition that he had been searching for his entire adult life.

Tomorrow, he would meet her face to face and his intuition would either prove itself or he would train yet another member of the Citadel who would put themselves in harm’s way.

His last two apprentices had gotten into situations far beyond their training and both had ended up dead. He hadn’t wanted another trainee, but if he could do anything to keep that woman from harm’s way, he would. Whether she liked it or not.




Chapter Five

Aliiva took aim and blew up the targets, one after the other. She was dressed in her apprentice whites and lying on the range as she used the blaster. A shadow fell over her and she looked up to see a large male silhouette blocking the light.

“Recruit Aliiva, I am your combat instructor.”

She returned her attention back to the range. “I have heard that one before.”

She blasted the target into oblivion and yelped in shock as she was lifted into the air, gun and all.

“How would you get out of this position?” His voice was deep and resonant in her ear.

She struggled, her writhing putting his mark on almost all of her body. The gun clanged to the floor and she tried to bring her elbows back to strike him, but she was shocked when instead of two hands on her, there were four.

“Never try to wrestle with an Oefric. We can create a form for every eventuality. Fortunately, we are also very law abiding.”

He turned her in his arms and she stared up into his eyes. “My combat instructor?”

“Yes. I am Baengar. I have been assigned to you as your instructor in weapons and hand-to-hand combat.”

His eyes were the bright blue of the Caneer oceans, his jaw was wide and the twist of his lips gave him a fierce appearance. His nose was long and straight while his brows arched wing-like over his thickly lashed eyes.

The extra set of arms that held her emerged from under the normal set on his shoulders. “How are you doing that?”

“You have your talent, I have mine.” He grinned and it made the high cheekbones of his face less severe.

“Um. Can you let me go now?”

She watched as his nostrils flared and his pupils dilated.

“Of course.”

She shifted in his grip. His hands were on her arms and waist.

“Will you please let me go now?”

He smiled and released her.

“It seems that Equilar’s etiquette has sunk in.”

She clenched her hands, but didn’t do a reading. At this distance, she wasn’t sure that she wanted to know what he was thinking.

She cleared her throat. “I thought I had run through all of the available combat instructors.”

He grinned. “I returned last night. Turnari asked me immediately if I would take over your training. It seems that you are cleared for accuracy. Now, let’s see how you do with speed drills.”

To Aliiva’s astonishment, he ignored what seemed to be flaring interest between them and got down to the business of teaching her how to fire a stunner when she had a vision-restricting blindfold on.

He kept speaking to her while she stumbled around, her eyes widening behind the gauze covering them.

“You need to listen for the clues that you need to aim your stunner. Walk as lightly as you can, let your senses expand around you, increase your awareness.” His words were low and did not interfere with her ability to hear the minute whirr of the target.

She knelt and fired, shocked when an answering blast went over her head.

“The kneeling was a good instinct. The targets are set to return fire, but are on a low stun setting, so if you get hit, don’t panic.”

She didn’t answer him but kept her attention on the sounds around her. Her eyes adjusted to the dimness of her wrap and she was able to increase her speed through the halls.

The burn of a strike hit her upper arm and she fired at the attack point with the stunner. Another hiss struck next to her and she fired again.

The second strike hit her in the chest and knocked her down, the third struck her head and the fourth shot over her as she lay writhing on the ground.

“And that concludes our exercise for today.” Baengar removed her blindfold and lifted her in his arms.

“This was a simple exercise?” She was dizzy from the impacts.

“Not a simple exercise. I wanted to know if you would follow orders and you did, even though putting on the blindfold risked your safety and ability to perform your task. That was stupid. Never put yourself at risk simply because someone tells you to. You are not in the military, there is no unquestioning obedience required of you.”

Aliiva blinked up at his handsome features. “So that was a personality test?”

He sat her up on his lap and reached for a bottle of water. “Something like that. You need to know that your duty and sole concern is to retrieve the information and to get it back to the Citadel. You are the important portion of the equation. Your health and safety is paramount. Protect yourself at all times.”

A small smile ran across her features. “I thought I was here to do some good.”

The warmth of his lap was comforting and despite the trace on her skin, she was enjoying the contact.

“You will do some good, I am sure of it. However, to do that good, you will have to remain alive and whole. Consider that your primary duty and for pities sake, don’t accept any physical handicap that I impose. I could have dimmed the lights just as easily without disorienting you.”

She realized that he was correct and she lightly punched him.

He chuckled. “That was your one free punch. The next time, I will make you work for it.”

Staring into his eyes, she realized that he was serious. When he dismissed her for her evening meal, she had been filled with basic techniques on how to disarm an attacker and he was going to quiz her on it the following day.

To her surprise, she was looking forward to it.

Kalo was waiting for her when she arrived at the dining hall. He got into line and they made their selections before grabbing a quiet table at the edge of the hall.

“How did you like Baengar?” Kalo was grinning.

“He was…different.”

The chuckle was genuine. “He is the only Oefric in the Citadel as far as I am aware.”

She smiled and jabbed at her salad. “Not that kind of different. He is not as eager as the others were.”

“What did his residue tell you?”

“Nothing. I haven’t examined it yet. And don’t say it like that. It sounds sleazy when you call it residue.”

The cackle had a few heads turning. “That was the idea. Baengar is truly an amazing man who has been through far too much disappointment and despair in his life. He needs someone like you.”

“I am merely his student, Kalo. He is only training me so that I won’t get killed the moment I leave the Citadel.” Her lips twitched.

“Examine the traces and tell me that again over breakfast.” Kalo’s smugness got on Aliiva’s nerves, but since he reminded her so much of her little brother, she let it pass.

She waved his smirk off. “Next topic. What classes were you in today?”

He speared a vegetable and mumbled as he munched. “Counselling. Can’t you tell?”

She laughed and kept a cheerful expression on her face during the entire meal.

At her room, she waved goodbye and shut the door on his retreating back. The moment she was alone, she gathered all the thoughts that Baengar had left on her and examined them one by one.

His attraction was obvious, none of the hidden lust that the others had harboured. His interest was clean and open, appreciation of her physical form in a very basic manner.

She also read the genuine concern that she grasp the ability to defend herself and the fear that she would not guard herself when on assignment.

To Aliiva’s surprise, it was the concern for her safety that struck the chord and rang through her thoughts and into her heart. Baengar was going to train her and ensure that she could be safe in whatever situation the Citadel put her into. That piece of conviction was sexier than anything that any man had ever said to her in her life.




Chapter Six

She shifted, kicked out and tried to sweep Baengar’s feet out from under him. When he leapt out of the way, she quickly changed direction and he went down in a tangled heap of limbs.

Slow applause came from the sidelines of the sparring area and when Aliiva stunned her instructor, she turned to see her shocked visitor.

“You just stunned Baengar.” Turnari was shocked.

“He has told me to never leave an opponent in a position to take me down. Make sure that he is down and then I can continue with my escape.” She wiped her brow and face, wincing at the smear of blood coming from her nose.

Her weeks of combat training had enabled her to get faster, sneakier and move with grace that even Equilar noticed, though she was not a fan of the bruising.

“To what do we owe the pleasure of your company, Coordinator Turnari?”

She towelled off while Baengar got to his feet.

“Aliiva, I believe that you are ready for your first assignment. We need you to leave tomorrow morning. Equilar will come with you.”

Baengar was leaning against the wall and he shook his head. “She is not ready.”

Turnari looked surprised. “She managed to drop you, Baengar. How ready does she have to be?”

“She isn’t ready to be out there alone. I don’t want her out there alone.” The last was said with a firm tone.

“She will be with Equilar. She is not alone.”

Baengar sprouted fangs and snarled at Turnari. “Equilar is the entry excuse for Aliiva. She is not a defence. She is a politician, not a guard.”

“She has promised to watch over Aliiva.”

“She will not be enough. I am volunteering to come along and guard my charge on this first mission.”

Aliiva got Baengar a bottle of water and watched while he drank it.

Turnari was shocked. “You will pass yourself off as a politician?”

He crossed his arms. “A bodyguard. Several of the politicians have them, you know. Ask Equilar. I did.”

Turnari looked between them and his jaw clenched. He dipped his horns a minute amount. “Fine. You can go with her. Aliiva, Equilar and your wardrobes are waiting for you at the Guard base. Baengar, I will give you the details while you pack. You will need clothing fit for a Reshkannic funeral.”

Aliiva racked her brain for the physical requirements for a Reshkannic funeral and she came up with an article of clothing that exposed a lot of skin and was not suitable for high winds.

She tried to hide the lascivious speculation that ran across her features, but Baengar caught on and walked over to dwarf her with his height. “You can smirk, Aliiva, but while you are staring at me, I will definitely be staring at you, so keep that in mind.”

Looking into his bright blue eyes, she winked. “Oh, I will.”

Turnari just shook his head and left the training area.

Aliiva smiled up at her combat master. “You are seriously coming with me on my first assignment?”

He chuckled and patted her lightly on the shoulder. “Of course.”

“Then, we had best get going. I will meet you on the tarmac.” She smiled and turned away sharply, putting distance between her and the object of her affections.

A small skimmer took her from the Citadel to the Sector Guard base. Aliiva parked it and then walked toward the unmarked shuttle that Equilar was standing next to.

Two little girls were holding Equilar’s hands and a younger woman with rainbow hair and the bodysuit of a Guard was standing next to them. As she approached, she could hear Equilar speaking to the little girls.

“Yes, of course, my dear ones. Gran will bring you presents back. Something sparkly for Mabi and something practical for Isala.”

The younger woman smiled. “Your Gran is going on a mission, not a holiday. If she doesn’t have time to get you something, you can’t hold it against her.”

The little girls, one light, one dark, smiled up at their Gran. “We love you, Gran, whether you bring us something or not.”

Their speech in unison was a little creepy, but as Aliiva approached, they broke into smiles.

The younger woman turned around and as she was confronted with her, Aliiva knew Fixer when she saw her.

“Good afternoon. You are Aliiva, then?” The woman’s eyes were kind and her children immediately left their grandmother and stood beside their mother.

“I am. Am I addressing Fixer?”

“Mala, please. Anyone who spends as much time with my Grandmother as I do can be on a first-name basis with me.”

Mala extended her hand and Aliiva took it in her own in formal greeting.

“It is an honour to meet you, Mala. Your husband is a Selna?”

“He is. Isabi is the love of my life and the father of my daughters as well as this new one on the way.” She patted her abdomen lightly and smiled brightly.

Aliiva bowed low and extended both hands, palms up in Caneer fashion. “Congratulations. Blessings on you and your household.”

“Thank you.”

When Aliiva straightened, Mala had tears in her eyes. The woman came forward and hugged her, laughing in a peculiar relief.

Aliiva whispered, “Why are you crying?”

“Because I am happy and my hormones are wild. I also never thought to see a Caneer greeting again and I am delighted that you are here and working with the Citadel.”

“Ah. Pregnancy hormones.”

“You bet.”

Chuckling, Aliiva separated from one of the greatest talents of her age, or at least that was what Equilar told her at every etiquette class. “It is still a good thing and as a farm girl, I can tell you that there is nothing like a pregnant female to show those around her what fierce truly is.”

Grinning, Mala introduced her to her daughters before arcing one brow at something behind Aliiva.

“Is Baengar behind me, by chance?”

Mala’s bright eyes twinkled and she winked in the affirmative.

“I am. Shall we leave?” His voice gave her his location, right behind her and to the left.

Equilar frowned at him. “I can’t understand why you are coming with us.”

Mala smiled. “If you can’t figure it out, Gran, then it is a miracle my father ever walked the planet.”

Baengar took a step forward and Aliiva allowed him to herd her onto the shuttle. She waved farewell to Mala and her daughters and entered the shuttle.

Equilar jerked her head toward Baengar. “Make yourself useful. Plot a course to Reshkanna and get us underway while I brief Aliiva on her mission.”

Shrugging, he stowed his bag and took the pilot’s seat.

Ali took a seat next to Equilar and strapped in while the shuttle powered up. It was going to be a nerve-wracking journey for her and her first assignment as a spy. She was definitely paying attention.




Chapter Seven

The light breeze ruffled the skirt of her scarlet dress. The mourning skirt fell to mid-thigh and only the delicate chain at her waist held everything in place. Aliiva kept her face straight as she walked behind Baengar, his own mourning clothes consisted of a ten-inch wrap around his hips in the same scarlet that she was wearing.

Reshkannic mourning clothes were designed to signal marital status and in doing so, spark the regeneration of the deceased as quickly as possible.

She muttered quietly, “At least your clothing isn’t endangering your immune system. I think I am catching a cold.”

Baengar’s shoulders twitched, indicating that he heard her. Equilar shushed her, but then she was wearing a long blue gown as suited her position as grandmother and matron.

The clothing was also fairly transparent, so Aliiva kept her shoulders straight and tried to act as if she wandered around wearing gauze all the time.

Her assignment was to mingle, to record and to report anything that was out of the norm.

They would be here for no less than six hours and considering the two days spent in the shuttle, she had a lot to do in very little time.

The grieving family was wearing dark green and two of the sons were eyeing her speculatively as she greeted their mother. “Ambassador, I offer my support during this time of mourning.”

The woman with the icy green skin looked at her curiously. “Do I know you?”

“I am a representative from Caneer. Your husband will be missed by many.” Keeping her face straight was an effort, but she managed.

“I thank you for your offering of support. My sons, Evish and Norvish.”

This was the creepy part.

With a bland look on her face, Aliiva greeted each of the brothers in turn. The formal kiss of condolence getting a little violent when Norvish used his tongue and she had to be polite and simply wait for him to finish.

Gagging would have been rude, so she inclined her head and walked away from the grieving family, bowing to the corpse before moving on to the lavatory.

Gargling would have seemed rude, but she washed her mouth out several times before she felt her stomach settle.

She dried her hands and checked her reflection in a mirror. Aliiva tugged her gown back into decent lines, the draping between her breasts even and not pulled to one side anymore. The back of the gown didn’t have a handprint, but she could still feel Norvish’s palm on her butt.

Shivering with distaste, she left the lav and casually made her way to Equilar’s side.

The older woman was fighting a grin. “Well done. In my younger days, I could not have managed that.”

“Well, I was to make no note, so I didn’t. But I did have to gargle a little.” She smiled at several men and they smiled in return.

A wall of heat warmed her and she felt Baengar behind her. She wasn’t supposed to acknowledge him, but her heart started pounding and her skin flushed every time he was near.

Knowing exactly how he felt made keeping the distance between them difficult. She wanted nothing more than to fling herself at him each day that they were together, but he had his assignments and she would have hers. They would not be assigned to work together and if she jumped him, she would never be able to stand that much time apart.

Taking in a deep breath, she took a few steps away from her companions and that was all that it took for unattached males to come circling.

She used the skills Equilar had taught her to memorize the names, descriptions and clothing of the men who introduced themselves. Each male found an excuse to touch her and she stored their readings for later.

After four and a half hours, the funeral actually began and she kept her expression flat as they proceeded to the outer repository where the body would remain until full moonrise. At full moonrise, the guests of the funeral who had found sexual partners would attend the outer gazebos and copulate with the intention of giving the soul of the departed a new home.

Aliiva fully intended on being firmly on the shuttle by the time moonrise came. While she had occasionally enjoyed the freedom of a barn on Caneer, sex with complete strangers was out of the question.

Baengar was subtly discouraging a few of her more direct admirers, to the point that a few of them reappeared after having a short chat with him and they were sporting bruises.

When Equilar gave the signal that they would leave, Aliiva could not have been more grateful. She had been patted, poked, prodded and pretty sure that a few of the males considered her to be their fiancée by the end of the night.

Making their goodbyes to the Ambassador was not nearly as awkward as the initial greeting had been. The woman embraced Aliiva as a daughter and pressed a kiss to her forehead in goodbye. “Return at any time, dearest.”

“You honour me with your invitation.” Aliiva bowed and followed Equilar and Baengar to the shuttle.

Once she was safe and sound, settled in her seat, she breathed deeply before running to the lav and puking up the food served at the reception. As she knelt and got herself together, she felt the shuttle lifting off.

“Oh hell. I am not cut out for this.” Tears of frustration welled in her eyes.

“You are doing fine, Ali.” Baengar was crouched in the doorway of the lav. She hadn’t shut it when she bolted in.

“I don’t think so. I felt like running like hell halfway through the service.”

He leaned against the left side of the doorway and smiled. “Fear is a good reaction. That you were able to control it is a better one. When will you start to go over your intel?”

She grimaced and stood, weaving slightly. “Better start now. I will need a data pad and a recorder.”

He reached behind him and handed her the items. She stepped over him and walked to the small galley, folding out the bench and sitting comfortably.

“Oh. I should do these first.” She got back on her feet and began to remove the traces from her buttocks, one by one.

Baengar watched her, occasionally smiling and alternately scowling at the areas that she was taking trace from.

“Senator Ryli is involved in a scandal involving mining rights and contaminated colonies.” She bit her lip as she let that information dissolve. She carefully made a note on the data pad and moved on to the next.

“Personal, not flattering.”

“Personal, flattering but very creepy.”

“Personal, exceptionally disturbing.”

Baengar twitched every time she mentioned a personal comment.

“The ambassador’s son, Evish, is involved with illegal slavery. Norvish is simply a lecherous idiot.

“A plot to blow up the Sector Guard base on Teklan is being spearheaded by Rothwix of Netrial.”

Baengar tensed but she was not done.

She ran through another thirty contact points before caressing her forehead. “The Ambassador is involved with the plot to blow Teklan base and she has ties to the Raider community. She thought I would make a good match for one of the talents they have captured. It is why she invited me back.”

To make sure she had captured all traces, she ran her hands over her body from head to toe. Baengar watched her and swallowed heavily. “You may want to change back into your Citadel robes. The air in here is rather cold.”

Startled, she looked down and noted the obvious points on the tips of her breasts. Blushing, she went to the storage bin and took the white robes in her arms. She scuttled to the lav and changed quickly, snugging her breast-band into place before dropping the inner robe over her head, the outer robe quickly settling over her arms.

Dressed in her normal clothing, she came out of the lav, bumping into Baengar. He was standing and waiting for her. “I didn’t mean to make you self-conscious.”

“It’s fine. This is warmer. More layers, too.” She smiled brightly, her thoughts reeling as his scent warmed her from the inside out.

He leaned down and kissed her. The only point of contact was the curve of his lips against hers, but she felt the caress down to her toes and back again.

When he lifted his head, she blinked at him owlishly. “What was that?”

“Testing a theory. We are going to Teklan. I have sent them the message and they have requested that you arrive to assist in locating any staff complicit in the plot.”

She swallowed. “I don’t know if I can do that. How are we going in? What is our cover?”

He winked. “We are dignitaries and newlyweds travelling with Equilar as part of her community service for dooming her family lines to death.”

He wrapped an arm around her and escorted her back into the main cabin.

“Buckle in, I am going to jump.” Equilar nodded and waited until they were seated before she engaged the jump engines.

Ali blinked rapidly as she adjusted to the feeling of being hauled through two points in space in a manner not unlike threading a needle.

Baengar patted her hand and took the navigator station, speaking into the com while Equilar handled their craft.

She knew about Equilar’s past. The woman had gone mad with grief when her son was murdered and her granddaughter hunted, so she planted a viral agent that was designed to kill every royal Moreski male at the age of forty-five, the age of her son when he was killed. The Moreski royals were under a house arrest on their own world, but Equilar was free to enjoy the family that her son had created. Her atonement was to help the Alliance in any way she could and that included teaching etiquette and deportment at the Citadel Morganti.

Finding a bomber on Teklan was much more in Ali’s wheelhouse than the gathering of information. It was something she could do and not just something she collected. It was a matter of active over passive.

She listened to Baengar speaking to someone at the base named Might and she drummed her nails on the edge of her armrest.

With nothing else to do, she wove her hair into a braid and tied it neatly. Sitting still was frustrating for a woman who had been physically active her entire life. Bored beyond her control, she got up and returned to the galley, dropping to the floor and doing thirty push-ups before starting sit-ups.

Baengar appeared near her feet. “What are you doing?”

“Exercising. We didn’t have our workout over the last few days and my body is jumpy.”

“Might has offered a different cover story for us that will allow me to use my talents to the full. What do you prefer, feline or canine?”

She blinked. “Uh, canine, I guess.”

“Good choice. There is a chain for my neck in the bag.”

Before she had a chance to ponder what he was talking about, he was removing the short wrap he wore and on all fours, the muscles of his body shifting and rolling until a huge dog sat in his place, the tongue wagging out happily.

“Baengar?”

He barked and she laughed. With a little bit of embarrassment, she sought his duffel and rummaged around in his personal effects. The chain that he had packed was elegant but masculine.

“Do you always travel with this?” Ali felt her eyebrow rise in amusement.

He wagged his tail and extended his head toward her.

The clasp on the chain seemed simple so she opened the link and knelt next to him, wrapping her arms around his neck and chest. The small click was a relief. His slobbery lick made her giggle, but when she checked the trace he left behind, it was a well-thought-out communication and not the disjointed thoughts of an animal.

“Thank you. I think I look good in these robes, too. They are a bit of a change from trousers though. I miss being able to climb fences at a moment’s notice. Not that there is a need for it, I just miss being me.”

He whined and put his paw on her thigh.

Able to casually touch him in this form, she pressed her forehead against his shoulder and sighed, letting the feel of the fur relax her. She hadn’t thought about how much she was bracing for contact over the last few weeks or how tense it was making her.

She leaned into him and let her body go limp until Equilar called out. “Get in your seats. We are coming in for a landing.”

Getting to her feet and brushing off the silvery dog hair, she smiled at Baengar. “I think I will call you Garry in this form.”

He growled at that but followed her to the seats, tucking himself next to her securely with his head in her lap.

His thoughts were completely his, but with his body in this friendly and non-threatening form, she let herself enjoy the casual contact. What harm could possibly come of stroking his fur?




Chapter Eight

The Dhemon who greeted them was cheerful. It confused Ali as all she had ever learned about the species indicated a propensity toward dour behaviour. Turnari was no exception.

“Good day, Equilar. Who is your companion?”

“Might, this is Aliiva and her…pet.”

Ali smiled and extended her hand to the Dhemon. As Might leaned down to kiss the back of her hand, Baengar growled. “Quiet, Garry. Do excuse him, Might. Equilar has been telling me all about your facility. I would love a tour.”

Might winked. “Echo is waiting to take you on the tour. I will have tea with Equilar and catch up on things.”

They walked together toward the base and made the pretence of polite chit chat. Garry stayed pressed tightly to her side and when they entered the base and passed the first person in the halls, she understood why.

A woman getting bumped by a huge dog was a forgivable collision. She quickly brushed off her hip and apologized, but read the trace and determined the person’s motivation for being at the base.

Divorced, unemployed, sexually excited by being near talents. Everyone had a different reason for seeking a position on Teklan.

When she met Echo in Time, the woman smiled brilliantly and blinked rapidly as Ali made contact with her palm.

“Oh. So nice to meet you, Aliiva.”

“Call me Ali.”

“Then you can call me Echo until we get to know each other better. Who is this fluffy beasty?” The green woman smiled at the canine in front of her.

“Garry. He is all fluff and drool. Just the kind of thing a girl wants to snuggle up with on a cold night.” Ali chuckled at Baengar’s narrow eyed glare.

As they began their tour and Echo noted Garry’s nudging Ali into contact with strangers, she commented, “He seems a little unsteady on his feet.”

Ali nodded sagely. “It’s old age.”

He growled and squished her against the wall.

Echo chortled in amusement. “You two work well together.”

Ali sighed. “Just this once. We don’t really have complementary characteristics. He likes to chase his tail, I like to do crop estimates… It would never work out.”

They worked their way through the base, finally stopping for lunch. Ali asked her new friend. “How many do you think we missed?”

“I don’t know. Let’s get some food and we can start over.”

Knowing a good idea when she heard one, Ali got Garry to sit and went to get him some food before serving herself.

One of the counter staff smiled and looked past her to the animal. “Do you need some raw meat?”

She chuckled and debated it, but he would probably just lick her face with blood. “No, a huge bowl with stew would be great though.”

Ali waited with good cheer and as she took the bowl from the server, she smiled. “Thank you so much. He gets cranky when he is hungry.”

“I understand. I used to have pets on Mechara.”

When she returned to the table, she put the bowl on the table out of reflex. Garry adapted quickly and jumped to one of the chairs, eating with abandon.

Ali returned for her own meal and collected as many of the cute tidbits as she could. Pastries had always been her weakness and the Teklan commissary had a full complement of them.

She returned to the table, helped Garry with his bowl and the slobber issue and then tucked into her own meal, absently rubbing her fingers together to read the kitchen server.

Hate, explosives and resentment over lost colonization rights on Mechara were all the information Ali needed.

She plastered her fake smile on her face and rubbed her head next to Garry’s ear. Her whisper was for him alone. “The central server who helped me with your food. Tishna Fargo. She is the link that they exploited to plant the bombs.”

He barked happily, shook his head and tore out of the commissary without a backward glance.

Pretending to be a concerned pet owner, she called out, “Garry! Get back here.”

Echo pulled her back to her meal. “He can’t go anywhere. Don’t worry about it.”

Ali sighed and returned to her food. “I can’t believe that he took off like that.”

Echo grinned. “Don’t worry. He will return. I can see it. Good call by the way. I could never see this particular moment.”

Ali twirled a piece of vegetable on her fork before slipping into chit chat. “So, how did you meet Might?”

She laughed. “We were in prison together. It’s a long story for another time.”

Ali shrugged. “I have no idea if I will ever be back here. You might want to just tell me.”

“There will be time. I have foreseen it. Well, I have seen the ripple of this moment. It’s a pretty good moment.”

Ali laughed and worked on her lunch. “Any idea what Equilar and Might are up to?”

“Politics and personnel trades if I don’t miss my guess. How did you enjoy your previous assignment?”

“If I never have to do something like that again, I will be quite happy. Etiquette is a harsh mistress.”

Echo kept her there for close to an hour. Every time she tried to leave the table, Echo asked her another question about life at the Citadel.

“Do you have many friends there?”

“Just one, really. Kalo. He was in charge of getting me to my training sessions. I am pretty sure that he volunteered for it.”

“Why is he there?”

“I think he has an empathy talent. He is taking counselling courses.”

“You don’t know what his talent is?”

Ali smiled. “It is considered impolite to ask. The same way you never ask sexual preference. It really isn’t your business until it affects you directly.”

Echo snickered. “You are correct. I was fairly sure that a male as pretty as Might would not be interested in a green-haired thing like me, but I was really wrong on that one.”

“I thought you can see the future.”

“I can. I just don’t always believe it.” She chuckled.

Laughing, Ali drank another cup of tea and had another cookie. She froze in her chair the moment that a very bipedal Baengar came through the door, vaulted over the buffet and arrested Tishna.

The woman screamed and she grabbed at her necklace. Ali didn’t know what she was doing until a thunderous explosion was heard.

Baengar carried Tishna bodily out the door. Ali heard him say, “We found the bombs. Finder only needed to know what she was looking for. You just blew a hole in the dirt.”

The bomber screamed and Echo sighed. “I am sorry that I had to keep you here, but Baengar was sniffing and Finder was finding. We couldn’t make Tishna nervous until everything was found and removed from occupied areas.”

“So, we were the distraction?”

“Yes. As long as she could see us, she wouldn’t think anything of a visitor coming to Teklan. If you had met her and then left immediately, she may have detonated the bombs prematurely.”

Ali understood that logic even if she felt a little used. “Well, if that is everything, I suppose I will return to Morganti now.”

Echo got to her feet. “About that. You will want to talk with Might and Equilar, not to mention Baengar.”

Curious beyond measure, Aliiva followed Echo out of the commissary and down to the administrative offices.

A Drai and his mate were sitting in the boardroom across from Equilar and Might. When Aliiva walked in, all eyes turned to her.

Echo stepped in for introductions. “Aliiva, this is Esur and Roxy, or Frost and Finder if you prefer. They have allowed you settlement rights on Teklan.”

To say that she was shocked was an understatement. “I don’t really understand.”

Baengar came up behind her and wrapped an arm around her waist. “I have requested that we be allowed to be posted on Teklan base, as Citadel representatives. This will allow us to have a private life as well as using our talents for the betterment of the Alliance.”

She shivered. “Us?”

“At the Citadel, we are separated by our talents. Here, with the Sector Guard, we will be able to have a private life first and assignments second. Guards are usually dispatched in pairs. Also, I have Might’s assurance that he will not send one of us on assignment without the other. It will be both of us or neither. Never just one.”

It solved all the problems that had caused her to keep her physical distance and looking into his icy blue eyes, she knew that he knew it.

She turned and crossed her arms over her breasts. “That is the most ass backwards proposal I have ever heard of.”

Roxy chuckled. “At least he doesn’t sneak up on you in your sleep.”

Glaring at the man who haunted her dreams in the most delicious of ways, she could only say, “I wish that that were true.”




Chapter Nine

Baengar had asked for a moment to speak with Aliiva and the two men had nodded immediately.

Walking outside the structure of the base, Aliiva was still trying to figure out if she was enraged or enthusiastic. “How long were you planning this?”

He shrugged. The tight fit of the bodysuit he was wearing didn’t hide any of the muscles that she was so familiar with. “I knew the first time I met you that you were not meant for espionage, but Equilar was seeking a companion for her assignments and so my wishes didn’t make an impact until your reaction after the funeral.”

“So, this has been rattling around that head of yours for a while?” There was autumn in the air of Teklan and the crisp leaves that crushed under her feet confirmed her guess.

“It has. I know that Equilar gave you instruction on the Oefric courtship customs. You know that we spend our lives looking for our true match.”

She bit her lip. “I believe that it was mentioned.”

“You are my match. Even Turnari knows it. He is sensitive to scent and the dramatic increase in your hormone levels after our sessions confirmed my guess for him.”

She wrapped her arms around herself, the robes fluttering around her. “How would this work, exactly?”

His tone was cautious, but since she refused to look him in the eye, she was guessing that his expression was apprehensive.

“Esur has offered us space to build a home. The Oefric council has offered materials and supplies to start off, as well as a personal shuttle so that you can visit your home at least once per year.”

“Wow. That is quite the start. What would we have to do to earn our keep?”

He nodded, “Minimum four assignments per year, financial bonuses for anything over and above that. I have quite a hefty account for services I have already rendered the Citadel. We will be off to a good start.”

She tried to be casual. “What about if I am pregnant?”

“The Oefric council will pay for all expenses when and if you are breeding. Child care will be provided by the Sector Guard when or if you have a child.”

She turned and poked him in the chest with two fingers. “You had time to work all of that out and you didn’t have time to ask me?”

His cheekbones were stained with a blush. “I wanted to make sure that everything was prepared in case you said yes.”

She tapped one foot and re-crossed her arms. “What about asking me?”

He knelt in front of her and placed his hands on her hips, the heat of his hands warming her skin. “Aliiva Egrar of Caneer, woman of my heart and master of the touch that sends me to my knees. Will you be mine?”

She tried to keep her scowl in place but the tear that spilled over her lashes belied it. “I… Are you sure about this?”

He grinned at her. “I am sure. All of my kind knows when they meet their one true mate. Male, female, combinations thereof. We know the moment that we see them. Something clicks at that moment and all we can think of is the one who is ours.”

“Will it bother you that I can read your thoughts, your moods and intentions?”

“Will it bother you that I can’t? Many women wish for a mind reader, but I am not equipped to manage that.”

She chuckled. “I will settle for your shifting into a four footed form so that I can have all the cuddling with an animal that I have missed with none of the chores or taking you for a walk.”

He raised his brows. “Is that a yes?”

She gave in. “It is a yes. But…”

He lunged up and she was caught in a kiss that sent her blood pumping while her mind shrieked in delight. Baengar held her tight to him as their mouths met.

Aliiva hadn’t been this close to someone in years and when her hands touched his skin, his thoughts streamed into her consciousness in a wave. Tears ran from her eyes as she was overwhelmed by everything that made up her soon-to-be husband.

He pulled back and rubbed his thumb across her cheeks. “What is it, Ali?”

“A little too much too soon, Baen. I haven’t been this close with anyone in a very long time.” Her smile was weak, but it was genuine.

“I have read into the Caneer traditions and we need to have your family present at a wedding, so how are you for living with me before everything is formalized?” He held her hips against his and she blushed at the obvious indicator that showed his enthusiasm for a more intimate moment.

“Um, not until we have a roof over our heads that is ours. I might not have many standards, but that is one of the few.” She grinned at his disappointment.

He closed his eyes and sighed. “Well, since we will enjoy the hospitality of Teklan base, we may as well announce our betrothal to the commander.”

She chuckled. “Betrothal it is.”

Ali went up on her toes and pressed a sweet kiss to his lips. She teased him with her tongue and he growled, his hands clenching on her waist.

An incoming shuttle broke their embrace and Ali sighed, taking Baen’s arm as they returned to the administration segment of the base.

The boardroom was filled with smiles when they returned. Echo grinned at them and leaned against Might as she did so.

Equilar looked happy but resigned.

Esur and Roxy were obviously happy, as Roxy was in Esur’s lap and cuddled quietly against him.

Baengar grinned. “We have agreed to a betrothal. The rest will have to wait until we get a home of our own.”

Esur nodded. Ali smiled, it was understandable to him. As a Drai, he had had to engage in a formal courtship of Roxy. It was part of his culture and wired into his reproductive system.

The Oefric were even more rare than the Drai and while they were taking steps into the Alliance now, their traditions were shrouded in mystery. Ali knew of a few, but it seemed that they varied from each controlling council to the actual families.

They sat and had a discussion of locale and details of what Aliiva could and could not do.

“I am not a telepath. The information I get goes through a sort of a firewall system. It parks on my skin with a copy of the person’s thoughts and concerns both conscious and unconscious. Excellent for finding bombers, that much I know.”

Roxy smiled. “That is more than enough. I think that our talents would make a good pairing. You can sense trouble and I can find it.”

Esur lifted his wife’s hand and kissed her knuckles. “You never have a problem finding trouble on your own, dearest.”

Roxy punched him. “I know, but having another person with investigative talents is a bonus.”

Echo grinned. “I agree. I know what is going to happen most of the time but have little idea how we get there. It is very frustrating.”

Ali laughed. “And you saw me?”

“And Baengar. You were together in a more muted version of the Sector Guard uniform. We tend to be a little more flashy.” Echo’s grin was infectious.

“Yes, I have seen that.” She felt Baengar take her hand under the table. “Is it possible to get clothing that shifts with Baengar?”

He perked up, interested.

Might leaned back and folded his hands on his chest. “Fixer may have something in the works. We have other shifter members who have gotten adjustments for full or partial shifts. It comes down to funding. Since the Citadel owns your contract for the next three years, you would not be able to get full Guardsman status and funding until then. You will be Citadel members consulting for the Sector Guard. It is a little skewed, but that is the truth of it.”

“So, we will live here but belong to the Citadel?”

“Yes.”

She nodded. “That is fine. I signed up with them because my life was going to take a bizarre turn back home if my government caught on to my talent. This is still better than being a freak on Caneer.”

Echo lifted her glass of water. “To being a freak amongst freaks!”

Aliiva and Baengar toasted with the others. Despite their peculiar courtship situation, this was something they could agree on without reservation. “To being a freak amongst freaks!”




Chapter Ten

Three weeks later…

Alara had a serious face, surprising for the normally chipper woman who saw multiple futures at the same time. “I am serious. You have an assignment, Ali.”

“Does Baen know?” Aliiva was wrist deep in dirt. The gardens outside the base needed tending before the mild winter would take hold.

“He does. He’s prepping that little shuttle as we speak. Brodin is waiting to give you details, so wash up and get going.” Alara put her hands on her hips and stomped her foot.

Chuckling, she got to her feet and washed her hands, giving the gardener some quick instructions on how to winterize the alien plants growing in Teklan soil.

When she finished, she walked with Alara back to the base and ran into Finder and Frost, both in their uniforms with serious faces.

Brodin was waiting for them in the boardroom and Baengar arrived as they took their seats.

The base commander dove right in. “The king of Urin Cor is in a coma due to an attempted assassination. His heirs are circling and the queen is afraid that they will hasten his end. We need to go and investigate the circumstances around the initial attempt and analyze any and all persons who could have anything to do with trying to kill the king.

“If the king’s middle son gains the throne, a number of treatises will be broken and one of the largest shipping lanes in this sector will be compromised. The Alliance is concerned and so we will go and investigate. Are you ready to travel?”

The two Guardsmen and Citadel investigators nodded.

“Good. Frost, Finder, you take your shuttle and wait for Baengar and Aliiva to join you. The shuttles will be wrapped together for a jump and you can be on your way. I will see you when you return. Good luck.”

His horns flashed in the light and he dismissed them.

Aliiva was oddly excited. “This will be different.”

Baengar smiled down at her. “I am sure it will be. Every assignment is different. You never know what you will experience until you are in the thick of it.”

He held out his hand and she took it. The calluses that building their home had caused sent a specific thrill across her skin. She bit her lip to stifle a sigh. The house was almost finished and Esur had given them property in the centre of an orchard. It was a compromise both to the Oefric territorial tendency as well as Aliiva’s farming roots.

“Do you know how this wrap thing will work?” She was a little nervous about the very idea of connecting to another ship.

“Nope. It is a Sector Guard specific invention that allows a crippled ship to travel with one of their shuttles. I have never experienced it firsthand.” He lifted her hand to his mouth and pressed a kiss to her inner wrist.

“This does not count as a roof of our own, Baen.”

They stepped into the shuttle and he sealed the door behind them. Ali took the navigator station and strapped in.

Baen grinned and took the pilot’s seat. “I can keep trying. It doesn’t mean you have to say yes.”

She snickered and keyed in the flight plan. “I can say no indefinitely. It is one of the perks of my gender.”

That she wanted to jump into bed with him and stay there for weeks was not something she was willing to mention. It matched his desires too closely and the tiniest crack in their self-control might be all it took.

“Why are we going in a separate transport?” She held on as they lifted off and climbed through the skies of Teklan.

“The Guardsmen may be called away at a moment’s notice. To be stuck with them would not be in our best interests.”

She couldn’t fault the wisdom of that decision. “When do I put on my uniform?”

He laughed, “As soon as we are wrapped tightly to their shuttle. At that moment, we can wander around in here all we like.”

She watched the darkness of the sky grow until they were leaving orbit and drifting in space, waiting for the Guardsmen.

“Okay, while we wait, I am going to put on my uniform.” She unbuckled, left her seat and removed her tunic and trousers while walking to the storage bins.

Wearing nothing but her underwear while looking through the bins was a bit of a tease for Baen, but their lav was too small to change in.

“Aha! Found them.”

Baen’s voice sounded strangled, but he said, “The bodysuits are not designed to be worn over clothing. They have insulation that helps maintain an even body heat.”

She pulled out the unremarkable grey suit and frowned at it. The design was pleasant enough but very boring when compared to the glowing colours of the Sector Guard.

With a shiver, she removed her underwear, folded it neatly and then stepped into the suit, pulling it up to cover her hips and then slipped her arms in before closing the front. It was tight, snug but not binding.

The collar came halfway up her neck, but the fabric was definitely warm. A pair of boots was also in the storage area and they completed the grey-on-grey look. With her pale hair, she felt distinctly monochromatic.

She folded her trousers and tunic and tucked her shoes and all of her things into an empty cabinet.

She wiggled her toes in the new boots and regained her seat at the navigator station. “I think I should change planet-side from here on out. It felt weird having you stare at me while I got dressed.”

Baen seemed a little flushed, but he watched the approaching Sector Guard shuttle with intensity. “How could I pass up the opportunity? A birthmark in the shape of a shooting star. That is not that usual.”

“Family birthmark for the oldest child. It is how they know to watch for talent to appear.” She smiled and listened for the impact of the Guard shuttle.

They gently collided and the moment that the magnets sealed them together, a blur of silvery white wrap swathed them before it tightened to hold the ships together.

“This is Frost, calling Citadel ship Howler.”

“This is the Howler, Are we ready?”

Ali could hear the smile in Frost’s voice. “Disengage your systems and relax. We are going to start moving in twenty seconds.”

“Acknowledged. Howler is in standby.” Baen reached out, flipped the toggles and leaned over to kiss her. Ali gasped and leaned up into the wet heat of his mouth.

He drew back and winked as he went to the storage area to dig out his own uniform.

Unable to keep facing forward, Ali rotated her chair and watched him strip to his skin.

Biting her lip kept the gasp from blurting out, but seeing the scars over muscle caused an ache in her heart that matched the one low in her belly. He had been through a lot and she was torturing him out of some custom that she didn’t really believe in. Her disappointment in the wasted time welled in her and she promised herself that regrets would not be her legacy.

The ride to their assignment was short. A quick jump and a trip through a small star system and they were on their way down.

Frost assured her that their shuttle would not injure hers when they landed, but he thought it would be best for the ships to be considered as one when they disembarked.

The upper hatch was ready and Baen was standing by to boost her into the Guardsmen’s shuttle, since that was where the exit was.

The moment that they touched down, Ali unbuckled and was followed closely by Baen to the hatch. Finder smiled down at them through the hole and as Baen pitched her through, Ali fought her squeak of panic.

“Shoulders back, chin up and don’t flinch when the guys stare at your breasts. It is the side effect to these uniforms.”

Finder brushed a small fleck of lint off Ali’s uniform and smiled at her.

Baen came through the hatch and sealed it behind him. Anyone searching their vessels would not find entrance into the Howler.

Finder continued the briefing. “The queen is coming out to greet us. Do not speak to her and simply try and look calm and composed.”

Ali jumped as Baen pressed against her from behind, a wall of heat, muscle and male. “Calm and composed are my middle name.”




Chapter Eleven

The light was dim compared to the glow of Teklan’s sun. Ali walked behind Frost and Finder with Baen.

The queen came forward and based on the dark circles around her eyes, she was very worried indeed.

Bearing in mind all of the etiquette that Equilar had drummed into her, she waited while Finder and Frost made the introductions.

The queen gave a bitter smile. “Simply Aliiva of the Citadel?”

Baengar inclined his head. “Aliiva of the Citadel, apprentice to Equilar Deeha of the Moreski and Combat Journeyman of the Oefric Enclave of Raxos.”

Aliiva almost arched her brows in surprise but kept her expression bland. Frost and Finder looked amused.

The queen’s attitude immediately changed. She came forward and took both of Aliiva’s hands. “Welcome. I am sure that someone with your credentials will be more than capable of getting to the bottom of this.”

Aliiva didn’t follow her logic, but she followed Baengar Lekkal, Combat Master of the Oefric Enclave of Raxos into the palace.

The queen took them past the guards, the court and those vying for the throne. “My husband is here. You may touch him if it helps your readings.”

Aliiva smiled, nodded to Finder and knelt at the side of the ailing king. Before she touched him, she did a reading of the queen’s contact points. The queen was in love with her occasionally abusive husband and thought him a good king if a mediocre spouse. Aliiva pushed aside all other thoughts and cleared her mind to take the king’s hand.

The hand was cool, dry and did not belong to the king. Aliiva gestured to Finder and whispered in her ear.

“Are you sure?”

Aliiva simply blinked.

“Fine, I will look.”

Aliiva stood back and watched the Guardsman go to work.

The queen fidgeted and stared as Finder stood still and opened her senses. Ali felt a prickle along her skin while Frost and Baengar were on full alert. Both men bristled with tension and a need for action.

Ali could not tell Baen what was going on, though his eyes were clearly curious. The man in the bed was a close match to the king who had been altered to make him the body in the bed. Durkinar Halos was the dying man and the folk who had captured the king had produced him as a substitute.

Knowing that Finder was hard at work, Ali shifted so that she could speak to the queen quietly.

“Your Majesty, when was the king last seen up and around before he was found?”

The queen blushed. “He was brought back from the town like this. His guards and two nobles were with him.”

Ali ran through the thoughts still in her mind and quickly moved to speak to Finder. “Can you check the village brothels? He was at a house with a scarlet and black door. That is where he had his seizure.”

Finder nodded and started to walk toward the entrance, Frost in tow. Aliiva and Baengar followed.

Baen asked her, “What are we looking for?”

“A brothel with a scarlet door. What the queen has not mentioned to anyone outside her circle is that her husband was brought back from a regular brothel visit in the coma. Two nobles and his regular guards were with him, carrying him back to the palace.”

“So the switch occurred at the brothel?”

“That is my guess.”

Finder took them directly to it and the door opened easily when the eyes on the other side beheld Frost and Baengar through the slot in the wood.

They entered in a rush, Finder leading the way. Frost broke down the door Finder pointed to and he and Baengar enjoyed subduing the men inside. With a bit of grim enjoyment, Ali took care of the women who tried to defend their subversive revenue stream.

Finally getting to use the combat skills that Baen had drummed into her was perversely satisfying. She kicked, struck and knocked down several of the women. Three tripped over their own skirts trying to run away and it brought back Baen’s admonition to never let anything foul her ability to run or fight.

Baen lifted the king in his arms and paused next to her. “Can you confirm this one?”

She touched the man’s hand and examined the trace. “He isn’t a nice fellow to be in bed with, but he’s the king. Let’s get him home.”

Finder led the way and Frost barricaded all the exits from the exterior to ensure that the authorities would have plenty of folk to blame.

It was time to catch the ring leaders and get the king back onto his throne.

He came out of sedation quickly. The earls were arrested and their little quartet had to provide some answers. The queen stood at her husband’s side with the glow of relief in her eyes.

“What about my body double, what part did he have in this?” The king’s voice was weak, but firm.

Ali had to step forward and she bowed. “He was chosen because of his resemblance to you. He is unaware of anything that has occurred and if you would be so generous as to simply have his features altered and have him told that he was in an accident and this is his new face, I am sure that his wife and three children would be grateful to have him back.”

“How do you know this? He could not have told you. He was in a coma.”

She smiled slightly. “The same way I knew that he was not you. It is my talent, Your Majesty.”

“You also identified me at the scene, did you not?”

“I did, Your Majesty.”

“How do you know that I am me and not another duplicate?”

This was tricky. “How frank may I be, Your Majesty?”

A gleam came to his eyes. “How frank do you need to be?”

“I read the queen when I first arrived. Your memories and hers coincided on several points. Is that enough?”

He took his wife’s hand and pressed a kiss to it. “It is enough. You are to receive the iridium star and our thanks for your help in getting me back where I belong.”

She smiled and bowed. “It was our pleasure to be of service. Thank you and I wish you a speedy recovery to full health. Good afternoon, Your Majesty.”

What she was doing was the height of rudeness, but she wanted to get away from him. Finder and Frost looked at her in shock, but Baengar moved to wrap one arm around her waist. Just that small gesture made her breathe easier.

The king looked them over for an endless moment before he inclined his head. “You are dismissed with my thanks.”

They bowed and backed three paces before turning and walking back through the endless halls filled with nobles, doctors, reporters and the members of the public who wished to see their king alive and almost well.

Outside where no one was paying attention, Baengar asked her. “Why were you sure?”

“The king likes to beat his lovers and at least three of the girls had memories of taking hits from him over a week ago when he was found in a coma. They were used to distract him while they got his men to take the duplicate away. Once the brothel was clear of his guards, they sedated him with a drug in his wine and kept him under with intravenous medications from that point.”

He wrapped his arm around her waist and gave her a squeeze. “I am sorry that you had to read a man like that.”

“He wasn’t that bad. His sexual habits are horrid, but he is a good king. His people are well fed and most of his nobles respect him. He’s basically a good guy, just a lousy lover.” Ali climbed up to Finder’s shuttle and gave her a quick hug while Baengar opened the hatch so they could return to the Howler.

She dropped through the hatch with relief, landing in Baen’s arms.

He rumbled in her ear. “Hello, sweetie.”

She chuckled. “Home again, please.”

He laughed. “I have a small detour planned. It will be fun, or at least interesting, I promise.”

She sighed as he put her on her feet. “Well, if you promise…detour away.”




Chapter Twelve

Raxos was a newly colonized world with dozens of species settling in for the generational experience. Their little shuttle snuggled into a berth at the spaceport and Ali walked with Baen to the terminal where a man who bore a startling resemblance to her companion rushed toward him.

“Baengar! How have you been little brother?” The man hugged her companion and then looked over to her. “You must be his fiancée, Aliiva. Welcome to Raxos and welcome to the Lekkal family.”

She blinked as she was wrapped in a hug and twirled off her feet. “Hello. You are his brother?”

“Vornar Lekkal. Pleased to meet such a lovely creature as yourself. The enclave is excited to host another wedding as well as the emissaries from Caneer.”

She looked over to Baengar in shock. “Caneer?”

Vornar laughed. “You are surprising your bride with a wedding? You have some balls, brother.”

“Unhand my fiancée, Vornar, or you will end up with swollen balls.” The growl was unmistakable.

Aliiva stalked over to her friend and would-be lover. “You are throwing me a surprise wedding? You have invited my family here and didn’t tell me?”

He backed away as she stalked toward him.

Her face broke out in a smile, “You are the sweetest thing.” She jumped into his arms and kissed him with a passion that had him growling and threading his hand through her hair to hold her mouth to his.

A low growl of admiration came from behind her and she blushed furiously as she released Baengar and slid down his body to stand on the floor once again.

Vornar laughed. “Come along, love birds, you have the families to meet before your rehearsal. Alpha Mathijen has been waiting at the enclave and his wife is driving him nuts.”

Baengar snickered. “He was the one who had the bad judgement to fall for a Terran. Everyone knows that they are a little high strung.”

Ali found this information fascinating. “Finder is a Terran.”

“And Frost is a patient man. The two go together.” He threaded his fingers through hers as they took up a position in a covered skimmer and Vornar acted as pilot while Baen worked as tour guide, pointing out the sights and the new construction.

She smiled at his enthusiasm and she knew exactly what he was going through. Caneer was a multiple-race planet with everyone melding together into a race that didn’t match any of its parent species. Raxos was aiming for the same type of blending and it was amazing to see how life on Caneer must have appeared at the start.

Baengar vibrated with excitement as they climbed through the mountains and when the enclave came into view, she thought that he would explode.

His blue eyes glowed as he met her gaze. “Aliiva, welcome to my home world.”

Seeing her own family blotted out her excitement for meeting the Lekkal clan. Her mother and father hugged her tightly, her sisters looked at Baengar with speculative eyes and her brothers eyed the Oefric women with more than a casual eye.

Her mother bundled her away to meet Gwen Mathijen, Matchmaker of Raxos.

Gwen had a toddler at one side and was obviously pregnant with her second. “Aliiva, welcome to Raxos. I hear that this wedding is a little unexpected.”

Ali smiled. “I was anticipating a wedding but not one in this short a time.”

Gwen stared at her for a moment and smiled. “You and Baengar are a good match. Nice and solid.”

“You can tell that this quickly?” Ali grinned.

“Just like you could tell the same thing the moment that you met him. Just like he knew the moment he met you. For some Oefric, it is easier than others. They spend their lives analyzing anyone from the opposite sex, waiting for that zing of recognition.”

Ali laughed. “So, Madam Matchmaker, what is in store for me tonight and tomorrow.”

Gwen leaned forward, her little girl watching everything with wide blue eyes. “Tonight, you will be walked through the ceremony. It involves tea, vows and a lot of meditation. Then, there is a reception and a wild party while you release some silver butterflies that will fly to the next woman to be wed.”

“Will you be there with my family? It would be nice to have another Terran nearby when I take this leap of faith.”

“Another Terran? You have met another one of us?”

“Two technically, though I think I should stick to their code names. Finder and Past Tense. They are posted on Teklan and are doing a lovely job as Guardsmen.” She smiled brightly.

“Then, I would be honoured to be considered part of your family for the sake of the wedding. Now, let’s get you and your family to the tailor and dressmakers. They have roughed out the clothes but need to do some final fits.”

Just like that, Gwen took her in hand and steered her from one appointment to the other.

She was able to sit next to Baen at the rehearsal as they walked through the ceremony for the next day. A crowd of people kept them apart during the dinner and Ali was so desperate for the smallest touch that she had to close her eyes to keep from breaking into tears.

Suddenly, all the time that she had kept him at bay seemed stupid.

When the groom’s family went outside for feats of strength and shifting, she watched Baengar with a wistful hunger. She wanted him on her, over her and in her and she would have to wait until the next night to get what she wanted.

The gown was a dreamy confection of floating panels and glowing silks. Every eye was on her as her family escorted her to the dais and then took their seats. Baengar was all she could see as he took his position beside her and they went through the rituals of an Oefric wedding.

The meditation segment of the ceremony was long, but when they stood again, they spoke their vows and then kissed to a cheering audience of shifters and aliens.

They held hands and kissed frequently as they fed each other from a single plate at the reception. They cheered on the feats of strength offered up by young males and young shifters alike.

When she opened the butterflies, they focussed on an Oefric woman who had been dancing with Ali’s brother. The two both had a dazed expression on their faces and she senses another wedding on Raxos for him.

Her mother had whispered that the Oefric enclave had offered them farmland three times the size of the parcel on Caneer, if they wanted it. Her parents were sincerely considering it.

All thoughts of her family fled as Baengar lifted her into his arms and straddled a skimmer to take them to his home on Raxos.

She admired the house briefly, but she was so busy kissing and gnawing gently at his neck that it slipped her memory. He carried her over the threshold and up the stairs, bouncing her lightly on the bed while he struggled out of his formal wear.

“So, this was your whole plan? Get me here and wed me, then have your wicked way with me?”

“It was a basic plan, but once I knew how your talent worked, it was a lot easier to manage.”

She watched each inch of skin as he exposed it to her as quickly as he could. She sat up and started unlacing her gown.

“Don’t you dare. Stripping his bride is one of the only perks to a groom’s wedding day.” He smiled and moved toward her, nothing on his skin but the scars she had noted before.

She sat up and let him unlace the gown. The slow slide of the silk over her breasts preceded his mouth caressing her skin.

She shivered as her body came alive under his hands as he tugged her gown over her hips and when the whoosh of silk was gone, she was naked. Her shoes had been kicked off while he carried her up the steps.

He landed on top of her with a groan, supporting most of his weight but rubbing his skin along hers everywhere they touched.

Ali groaned and parted her thighs. He knew she wasn’t a virgin, they had discussed it earlier, but he had insisted that their first time be on their wedding night. That was tonight and she wanted him inside her.

As Baen slid home, she felt a pressure on the nub at the top of her sex that sent her arousal spiralling out of control. When he moved, the pressure point moved and her body soon shivered in a climax that shook the windows with her scream.

His howl of satisfaction was marked by short, rhythmic jerks into her and she rolled to one side with him as he spent himself within her.

She sent her hand down to examine his penis as he withdrew and she felt a strange nub above it that flexed and extended as she caressed it. “What is that?”

“I am a shifter. My body has a form just for making love to my life partner. That is what this is.” He was laughing at her.

“Do all Oefric have this?”

“That one is mine, but they might have something like it.” He wrapped her in his arms, withdrew from her and then spooned against her. His deep sigh spoke of satisfaction of a goal accomplished.

Silence rolled in between them and she wove her fingers through one of his hands, holding it to her chest. “Baen, thank you for knowing what you wanted and waiting to get it.”

He chuckled. “Ali, thank you for holding out for your wedding night. It was so much better with our families celebrating with us and we might be able to visit them all at the same time by this time next year.”

She grinned and wiggled happily against him. “Thank you for that. Caneer is nice, but it is losing its community feel. I think my family will blossom here.”

He stroked one hand down her chest and over her hip. “I don’t care what they do, as long as you blossom with me as your mate. I can think of no greater achievement.”

She laughed and turned to drape one leg over his hips while kissing at his jaw line. “The blossoming will continue, as long as you continue to support me when I have to scan bad people. It is a hard thing for me to do and knowing that you know it as well will make it easier for me to accept the sucky part of my job and get on with my day.”

He chuckled. “Speaking of sucking…”

His lips on her neck slowly trailed down her body and by the time she was panting for breath she knew one thing without doubt. She may end up being wrapped in strange thoughts, but Baengar would always be here to catch her and clean her mind of everything but affection afterward.

And what he was doing now was taking all thought right out of her head. Hooray for wedding nights!




Author Note

Thanks for joining me and being Wrapped in Thought. Book 2 of Tales of the Citadel took some funny turns, but I am pleased with the happily ever after that was the final result.

The next installment, A Healing Caress, will continue the exposure of the Citadel and their training methods.

If you missed the beginning of the series, Soul Keeper is out and a cute read. I attempt to specialize in cute.
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