
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Iara lives her life for calm, partnered with a species she despises. She has to fight for what she brings so easily to others.

	 

	 

	Iara was a Kozue whose talent was peace and tranquility. Her parents sold her as a bodyguard to a royal house when she was just nine years old. Twelve years as a bondservant gave her an education that the Citadel continued when she escaped from a fate worse than death.

	Partnered with Lock of the Sector Guard, she stifles her urge to scream. There is one man guaranteed to shake the calm she brings to others and she is stuck in a ship with him.

	Lock admires Iara for her skill, her poise and her beauty. Finding a female Kozue without family or clan to protect her makes her a target, but her talent makes her formidable and very sexy to his senses.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Iara remained quiet as her father hauled her through the streets of the spaceport. Her dress tried to trip her feet, and her mother walked behind her, her head covered in dark netting the concealed her features.

	The family bodyguards surrounded them and pushed through the crowds that gathered to see Kozue walk the pavement of Saroo.

	Iara Hanikada stumbled but kept her head high. Her father kept his grip on her arm, but he eased his pace.

	They continued through the spaceport to the administration centre. An escort was waiting for them.

	The royal guard surrounded the man with the prefect markings tattooed on his face.

	He stepped forward. “Is this the great talent?”

	Battle Captain Rehzik Hanikada eased his daughter forward. “Here she is. You will take care of her as I have instructed?”

	Iara blinked up at the man with the heavily tattooed face.

	He smiled down at her, and she felt the attack coming a moment before the warrior struck.

	Her father held his men back.

	Iara turned to face the man coming at her with a knife. She held out her hand, and he paused in place, relaxing his arms and his mind coming to a slow, humming, calm state.

	Iara looked back to the prefect and gave a small curtsy. Her mother had taught her the gesture just that morning, and she heard a small sob behind her.

	Iara turned and walked back to her mother, taking her hand and filling her with calm and harmony. “This is where I need to be, Mother.”

	“Be well. I will come back when I can to see you.”

	“Remain safe, Mother. I will be here, alive and strong when you return.”

	Iara squeezed her hand and bowed to her father. He bowed in return, and she walked to the prefect. “We can go now.”

	She took his hand, and he blinked in surprise. “I don’t feel anything.”

	Iara sighed, “Of course not. I am just not supposed to run around without an adult with me.”

	He tossed a bag to her father, and it clinked with the sound of credit chits. “Well, then, shall we head to the palace? King Learith is eager to meet you.”

	She nodded and straightened her shoulders. “I think we should since I live here now.”

	He chuckled. “By all means, let us go to the palace.”

	Iara tried to keep the tears back as they travelled through the city to the place where she would serve as bodyguard to the ruler of the world. They had paid her family a lot of money for her services, but they could have had her for the asking. There was no room for calm and harmony on a Kozue ship. They thrived on conflict and combat.

	While she sat in the transport that took her to the palace, a few fat tears ran down her cheeks and she brushed at them, trying to remain calm and stoic.

	She tried to remember that she was allowed to cry. After all, she was only nine years old.

	 

	The court was fussy, so the prefect ushered her into the king’s private chambers. The elderly man looked at her with surprise. “Is this the creature that caused so much fuss on the Kozue ships?”

	Iara frowned. “I am not a creature, Your Majesty. I am a girl. A Kozue girl but a girl nonetheless.”

	She curtseyed as an afterthought.

	He chuckled. “A girl then. My name is King Learith. What is yours?”

	“Iara Hanikada of the Kozue.” She inclined her head, the weird wrap of braids on her scalp felt strange, but her mother had insisted that if she was going to live at court, she needed to get used to it.

	She looked around at the opulent surroundings and nodded.

	The king got up and examined her.

	“Good long hair, strangely pale skin. Your eyes meet mine too freely but that is a small issue that can be dealt with in time. You need a court dress suitable to your age. How old are you?”

	A servant who had apparently been standing behind her and next to the door scuttled out.

	“Nine, Your Majesty.”

	He blinked. “You are nine and your family has abandoned you here?”

	“They have not abandoned me. They sold me. To you. There is no place for calm and harmony on a Kozue vessel. It is like playing an instrument under water. The sound disappears the moment you touch the strings.”

	He crouched until they were eye to eye. “That is a very profound way of looking at things.”

	“I am peace born to warriors. I have to have my own way of looking at things.” Iara looked into his brown and gold eyes, the corners weathered with creases and his snow-white hair neatly combed against his skull. A ranking mask was tattooed on his face, showing any and all that he was king. There were grooves around his mouth that said he smiled a lot and that gave her a feeling of comfort. His emotions were tension, not turbulence.

	His skin had a pink and yellow highlight that she found interesting. It made him glow in the bright light coming in through the windows.

	“Can you sense hostility before it manifests?” His expression was calm and he stared into her eyes.

	“I can. There is a difference between hostility and violence, but I know what it is.” She kept her hands folded in front of her, as her mother had instructed.

	A knock on the door preceded the servant with a dress made of white layers and silver stones. It was a little big for her, but it was far fancier than the leather dress she was wearing.

	“Can I keep my Kozue dress? I know I will outgrow it soon, but it is my heritage.”

	King Learith smiled. “I will have it preserved and placed in your chambers.”

	A woman bustled in with a frown on her face that smoothed into an impassive expression the moment she saw the king. “Reporting as requested, Your Majesty.”

	“Iara, this is Lona. She will be your lady’s maid until we can arrange something more permanent. Lona, we need her in this dress right away. The court is waiting.”

	Lona snagged the dress, grabbed Iara’s hand and hauled her into an anteroom on the left side of the king’s study.

	Lona yanked at the unfamiliar fastenings and pushed Iara’s hands away when she tried to help. “Damn, I will have to cut you out of it.”

	“No. King Learith said I could keep it. Let me get out of it. I got into it on my own.”

	Iara moved away, and with two tugs, she had loosened the bodice and the dress peeled away from her.

	Lona kicked her dress aside and lifted the court gown. “Why are you here, child? A pet for the king’s granddaughter?”

	“No, Lona. I am here as a bodyguard.” She kept her head high as she was laced into the gown.

	Lona laughed and continued to yank and twist at her with misplaced aggression. Finally, Iara got tired of it. She gripped Lona’s hand and filled her with peace.

	The rest of the dressing went along without any pain.

	Lona lifted the Kozue dress and folded it neatly over one arm. “I will have it delivered to your room, miss.”

	“Thank you, Lona.”

	The woman headed back into the king’s study, but she paused, “Miss?”

	“Yes, Lona?”

	“How long will this calm last?”

	“As little as two hours and as long as you wish it to. Do you object to it?”

	Lona smiled and there was relief in her eyes. “No, I like it, miss. I will see you after your time in the court.”

	Iara trailed after her maid, lifting the edge of the gown to keep her from tripping.

	The sleeves were long and it felt like she was wrapped in the gauze that she had used to practice medic treatment on her dollies.

	King Learith and the prefect smiled at her.

	The king said, “Ideal. Now, the prefect will bring you in before me and there is a small stool next to my throne where you will sit. I need you to keep everyone calm and level-headed while the petitions are read. Can you do that?”

	Iara nodded. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

	The prefect took her hand once again and led her through the halls. “Once you are at the throne, wait until the king sits down before you take your seat.”

	She nodded. Protocol. Her life was about to become protocol.

	“You will have to cross the court without me, so keep your head up and watch your skirt.” He smiled at her and nodded to the guards that stood on either side of the royal entrance to the throne room.

	They opened the door, and Iara stepped into her new life. No history, no family, just a job that would keep her fed. She was a talented bondservant on Saroo until King Learith died. It was up to her to keep the increasingly common assassination attempts from affecting him.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Twelve years as the bodyguard to King Learith had enabled Iara to grow up at his side, and he had achieved everything that he wanted for his reign.

	The king was on his deathbed and his son sat at his side, gaining the final tattoos that would mark him a king for the rest of his life.

	Iara stood in the corner near the head of the bed, and she watched the family stir around him.

	“Iara, come here please.” He held out his hand, and she gripped it, calming the fear that she could sense underlying his thoughts.

	“Yes, Your Majesty?”

	“It is time to enact the Zakaru Protocol. Are you ready?”

	She squeezed his hand. “I am ready, but I want to stay with you.”

	“You have done amazing things for me; I need you to do this one more thing. Give me calm and I will take it with me.” He smiled and the withered cheeks gave his expression a skeletal look.

	Iara blinked back tears and kissed his wrinkled forehead. She gave him calm; she gave him serenity and harmony with the world around him. His expression was dazed and happy when she left the room. It was how she would always remember him.

	With swift steps, she moved through the halls, the banners on her biceps fluttered as she moved. Iara grabbed the bag that she had kept ready since Learith took to his bed, and she pulled it over her shoulder. She left a note to Lona and a purse with her precise purchase price coded to the new king.

	Swallowing, she sprinted to the royal launch and beckoned to the pilot standing by. “Zakaru Protocol.”

	He nodded, and they moved swiftly, heading off world before the old king was dead. If she were still on Saroo when Learith died, she would be bound for life. He had wanted more for her than that. He had wanted her to have a life, a purpose that she could enjoy.

	She respected him enough to try.

	The ship rumbled and took off, blowing past the regular protocols and leaving the surface. He would have to find another world to live on, but he already had that planned once he deposited her at Citadel Zakaru. Her pilot would begin his new life while she began hers. King Learith had taken care of it all.

	 

	They were still six hours away from Zakaru when she felt the man she had devoted her life to keeping safe was dead. Tears fell on her dark court gown in honour of the dying king, and she let them roll. Time was a factor now; she needed to get to the relative safety of the Citadel before her path was uncovered.

	A ship approached them. “This is Citadel Zakaru security, Saroo vessel, identify yourself.”

	The pilot spoke, “I have a broadcaster here for Citadel Zakaru. She is expected.”

	“Yes, she is. We have been searching for you. We are going to speed you along. Hold fast.” There was relief in his tone.

	The larger vessel swallowed them whole, but based on the locator beacons, it showed them rapidly approaching Citadel Zakaru.

	Iara blinked. “I am guessing that they really want my services.”

	“I have seen you in action, Iara. They must indeed.”

	She sighed and listened to the ship calling the Citadel for clearance and a pickup.

	“Pickup?”

	“I am guessing that they mean you, Iara. There may be something afoot.”

	“You have been reading too much off-world poetry.” She smirked.

	He grinned and watched the descent onto the planet with their little ship surrounded by protective metal.

	“Are we sure they are from the Citadel?”

	“They sent the clearance codes that I was waiting for. I am guessing that they have been looking for you.”

	She snorted. “Do you think? I can’t imagine why.”

	He gave her an amused glanced and checked their descent. “We are almost down.”

	“Good. Thanks, Vos. I couldn’t have gotten here without you.”

	“Just remember, Saroo is your past. Don’t go back.”

	“Right.”

	She put on her cloak over her dark gown. With her hair covered by the hood and her dress dark, if someone was looking, it might slow them down.

	She kept her pack close to her as she emerged through the hatch. Men wearing Citadel uniforms met her outside the tiny door, and they escorted her through their ship. She did not sense hostility. There was nothing for her but the control that they had on their talents. Both of these men could take action if they had to.

	“Why the sudden interception?”

	One of the men looked at her. “The Saroo sent a fast courier ship to beat you here. It is behind you by half an hour. If you sign with the Citadel, we take on responsibility for your upkeep, and you are a free agent, but that signature has to come on Zakaru soil, away from the neutral spaces. We have clearance to land at the edge, but you have to walk out to the Citadel master and sign the employment agreement.”

	“From one enslavement to the other.”

	“The difference being that the Citadel contract is for two years. After that, you can retire or do as you please, but first, we have to scuttle the Saroo.”

	“How did you know that this was happening?”

	“King Learith was specific, and he knew what his son was up to. He put this all in motion six months ago. We have been on standby ever since.”

	She smiled wistfully as she saw daylight. “Right. Well, out and forward?”

	“Yes. There is a witness and a signing station waiting for you.”

	Iara walked down the small ramp and headed out from under the belly of the ship. Far in the sky, she saw a bright dot, and there was a feeling of doom as it approached. A quick look around yielded the signing station and she headed toward it.

	A figure stepped out of invisibility to greet her. One moment the air shimmered and the next she stood there. “Welcome, Iara.”

	Iara stood at the podium and flicked through the contract, making a few small amendments. They would provide her with the sort of clothing that she was used to and no assignment would take her near a Kozue ship.

	She signed it with the changes and handed it to the female next to her.

	The woman signed it and sent the copies through the air to archives and registrars around the Alliance. “Easy enough and understandable. You are officially a member of the Citadel Zakaru. I am Citadel Master Lovey and please pardon the familiarity.”

	Iara found herself in the embrace of Citadel Master Lovey, and they walked fourteen feet to the right of the podium.

	Iara extended her calming aura, and the small ship peeled away, evening out and heading for the parking area.

	Citadel personnel streamed out of the ship that had carried her here, and they surrounded the ship as it landed.

	The representatives of Saroo’s military came out with complete calm and surrendered easily.

	Master Lovey looked at her with amusement. “You did that?”

	“I didn’t want them to come out shooting. My range is two kilometers static and one if my target is in motion.” She shifted against the other woman. “Can you let me go now?”

	“Wait until they are all in restraints.”

	It took four minutes to get the Saroo guards restrained and marched toward the spaceport. She felt Master Lovey relax by inches and finally pull away.

	“We were invisible until you let go, weren’t we?”

	“We were. I can share my obfuscation layer if I need to. I considered this worth the effort.” She sighed and backed up. “Let’s try this again. Hello, Iara. I am Citadel Master Lovey of the Zakaru Citadel. We are delighted to have you on board.”

	“Thank you. What will I be doing?”

	“That is up to our placement director. He will assess you and let you know the area he thinks you should concentrate on.”

	Iara blinked and smiled. “Really? Can I take classes if I wish?”

	“Of course. We offer the classes for a reasonable fee, and they will be put against your account.”

	“So, if I want to stay with you, I had better get earning.”

	Master Lovey began to walk to a small metal grid on the ground. She tapped it with her heel and it unfolded into a small skimmer, just big enough for two people.

	“King Learith set up an account that will last you for your entire contract. Take what courses you like. Teach some if you wish. We are your new community. You will get out of the Citadel exactly what you put into it.”

	Iara grinned. “So, it is like everything else in life.”

	The woman settled behind the controls, made sure that Iara was with her and gripping the safety bar. They went up and over the field, skimming along the grass until they reached foothills at the base of a mountain range. They travelled along, and Iara felt the wind against her face and fluttering the sleeves of her gown.

	The taste of Zakaru was bright and growing. Iara guessed that they were in the midst of spring.

	It was a time for new planting and experimental things entering the soil. Iara wondered how she was going to come out come harvest time.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Iara ducked the fist flying at her, and she retaliated with a strike to the ribs. She dropped to one knee and punched the back of her opponent’s knee, causing them to join her on the mat rather suddenly. Iara rose to stand and placed her foot on the chest of the virtual opponent.

	“Session concluded.”

	Iara blinked as she came back to the moment and the audience in the gym applauded wildly. She walked to the edge of the training mat and blotted at the sweat on her brow and lip.

	Her friend Tether smiled and shook his head. “I still can’t believe that for someone who stops violence, you are such an excellent fighter.”

	“One has nothing to do with the other. A fit body promotes a fit mind, and since my class on dealing with aggression in alien species doesn’t start for half an hour, I have time to grab a snack and a shower.”

	He took the hint. “I will get the tea and meet you in the atrium.”

	“Be there in four minutes.” Iara headed for the change room and took a quick solar shower. Once out, she put on her instructor robes and headed to the atrium.

	A full tea was set out and Tether was grinning. “Since you are leaving tomorrow, I thought a final tea would be in order.”

	“What did I do to earn a friend like you?” she winked toward his third eye.

	“You saw me struggling on Huran and you took me home with you. The moment I was out of there, I could breathe again.” He smiled. “My induction to the Citadel was merely the icing on the cream cake.”

	She sat and her white robes fluttered around her. It wasn’t quite the elegant gown she used to wear, but the bodysuit underneath was a dose of practicality she enjoyed.

	Tether poured the tea and allowed her first pick of the tiny sandwiches. She selected a delicate cheese and herb mix to start with, and it was all that Tether needed. He went to town on the remaining food. She had to fight to keep up with him.

	By the end of her free time, they were involved in a staring contest over the last cream cake. Her chronometer chimed, and she hissed at him. “Take it, but the next time I am home, you owe me one.”

	He chortled and grabbed it, scarfing it down in two bites.

	She drank the last of her tea, got to her feet and brushed crumbs off her robes. It was time to get to class.

	 

	Burping her way through the halls was not unusual. She apologized to the sensitive noses of some of the folk she passed.

	She opened the door to her lecture hall and grinned at the full seats.

	Iara flowed down the aisle with her best courtly walk. It was time to be a grown up, so she had to act like one.

	Iara stepped behind the crystal podium and looked around her. The class was a mix of races that were timid, mildly aggressive and downright violent. There was a full spectrum of emotion in front of her, and it was going to be fun to work with them.

	“Welcome to identifying and dealing with aggression in Alliance species. I am your instructor, Specialist Iara.”

	Several of the more violent representatives looked to each other. One shouted out, “What makes you qualified? I thought this would be taught by a warrior.”

	She sent a wave of calm serenity through the crowd. “I am a warrior; I am qualified. The nature of my talent makes it key for me to identify what I am working with and then to find a way to counteract the negative emotion driving the actions.”

	After they began to shake off the temporary sedation she had given them, respect was in a few faces and wariness in others.

	“Right. That is how I deal with aggression, but you don’t have that precise option.”

	She activated the holographic display of one of the fighting races. “Kozue are common sights on space stations, but they are also possessed of hair-trigger tempers and a compulsion for battle. Weakness is not respected, nor is peace and tranquility. Success in battle is all that they deem worthy, and talents that crop up in the population are removed as quickly as they can be identified.”

	One of the Kozue in the back row stiffened. “How do you know this?”

	She smiled and shrugged. “I was born on a Kozue battleship. When I was nine, I was given in bond, and when my bondholder passed away, I joined the Citadel. I am very familiar with how the Kozue treat their talented and how much they rebel against peace.”

	He blinked and cocked his head. “Which family group?”

	She grinned. “Not relevant. This course is about dealing with aggressive species. To deal with a Kozue, keep your sentences short. Do not laugh, smile or engage them in any flirtatious way. While they are quite normal among their own kind, with strangers, they consider these behaviours a sign of weakness.”

	Several of her students were taking notes.

	“Now, on to Shish-kahr.” She displayed the image of an urban sea creature with vicious fangs and teeth. “While they enjoy the trappings of trading with the Alliance, they actually despise the majority of air breathers for their disrespect. Clothing choices matter when dealing with the Shish-kahr. Nudity is best, but keeping your hands and feet free of clothing is essential. This will acknowledge their affiliation with the bodies of water surrounding their cities. If you can swim with them, even a little, you will become a trusted friend.”

	One of the pale blue creatures in the front row raised a webbed hand. “You are correct, you know. My family has dealt with Shish-kahr for decades. They don’t consider you prey if you can swim. That is their opinion of the dirt walkers.”

	Iara nodded and smiled. “On to the next species, and once we have gone through them all, we will go in depth with each and every one. No, we will not get to all species, but this overview will give you tools to make your own plans of attack when dealing with these species and races.”

	“Now, on to the Oefric. While they are an urbane and friendly people, get between them and their mate and you are in for a fight.” She continued on, and four hours and one intermission later, she was hoarse and her class’s eyes were glazed over.

	She clapped her hands. “Thank you, everyone. I hope you leave with more understanding than you arrived with. Go in serenity and harmony.”

	She gave them a slight wave of rejuvenating balance, and they perked up. They rose, and while most left the room, several came to the podium to speak to her.

	Many of the questioners were repeat students. She moved from the podium and headed for the door, answering what she could and slowly coaxing them all toward the commissary. She was famished.

	One of her regulars grinned and offered to get her order. Gratefully, Iara nodded and led the others to a large round table. She continued her lecture, forking up the food daintily placed in front of her and gulping at her tea.

	She held court for an additional hour before begging off. “I am sorry that I have to go, but tomorrow, I launch again.”

	One of the new recruits smiled hopefully, “Do you know where you are going?”

	“I do, but as you will learn, that is not something shared until we return. There will be stories, I guarantee it.”

	The students sat quietly and smiled at her as she made her goodbyes. With a huge sense of relief, she left her fan club behind her as she headed for her quarters. The lectures invariably brought detailed questions that the students wanted answered based on their personal experiences. She didn’t begrudge them wanting to do it better next time, but she was currently on the hook for an assignment to a world on the brink of war. That had to take priority over how to solve old-school issues with aggressive species.

	 

	Tether was waiting outside her room with a cup of tea. “Come on, your shuttle is waiting. You never mentioned that you were taking Sector Guard transport.”

	Iara took the cup of tea with one hand and held her bag in the other. “I didn’t know that it was my transport. This bodes ill for the man I am partnered with.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Well, we have met on assignments before but never been deployed on one. They have mentioned that we make an effective team, but I don’t see it. He simply freezes those with aggression in place, and then, he can lead people around them or arrest the instigators as he sees fit. It doesn’t improve the people in any way.”

	Tether grinned. “You are all about making improvements to those around you.”

	Iara shrugged and handed the cup back to him after she finished draining it. “It’s a hobby and a calling.”

	“I know. I happen to be the beneficiary of both. Now, let’s get you to that shuttle before the dawn is firmly entrenched. We don’t want your fan club clogging up the works like last time.”

	Iara sighed. “They meant well.”

	He snorted and his third eye blinked. “I am sure that they did. They still decorated your shuttle with banners and bunting. Your pilot was enraged.”

	She winced. “I am aware. It was a three-day flight to my assignment, and I heard about it every kilometer of the trip.”

	They walked the still-quiet halls and chatted all the way down to the main entryway. Iara went to the rack and hopped on one of the personal skimmers, cruising across the courtyard and out toward the launch area. The sleek, shining Sector Guard ship was waiting for her, and the man she dreaded to be locked in a ship with was leaning against the hull.

	“Ah, the little peacekeeper is finally awake.” Lock straightened as she stepped off and collapsed the skimmer.

	“And the loudmouth has been awake for hours. Shall we be on our way?”

	She took the skimmer with her and her bag was still over the other shoulder.

	“As you wish, princess.”

	She growled as she passed him and headed into the ship.

	Dealing with another talented Kozue was not her idea of a fun time, but Lock was both a Kozue and an annoying bastard.

	His family had not dismissed him because of his paranormal issues; they had trained him as one of their own and offered him a chance to leave for the Sector Guard when the opportunity arose.

	He had a different clan, a different tradition and a different family. She tried not to be jealous of his luck when they worked together, but it was hard and it shook her calm. It was really the only thing that broke her inner tranquility, and she hated that he brought this out in her with his grinning face and swinging braids. As far as she could think, he was the only creature in the universe that she wanted to punch on a regular basis.

	It was a ten-day mission and she was going to have to keep her own impulses under control.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	She didn’t hide in her quarters. She put her bag in her storage locker and joined him on the command deck.

	“Still dressing in white, princess?”

	“Still a butthead, Lock?” She settled into the navigator station and watched him run through preflight checks.

	She snidely thought that he could have done the checks before she got on board.

	“Apparently in your eyes, I am.” He called ground control and got clearance to leave Zakaru.

	“And in your eyes?”

	“I am merely observant of the little things. New robes?”

	She scowled at him. “A gift from a friend.”

	She brushed at the white-on-white embroidery, the crystals and silk that bordered the cloth. Tether’s sister had made it in thanks for getting her brother somewhere safe where his particular skills could flourish.

	“What did you have to do to get that kind of elaborate gift?” He pulled on the controls and they lifted straight upward.

	“Just make a mark on someone’s life. That is all.” She smiled and brought up the assignment specs and flicked through what was expected of her.

	Two great planets were putting aside war and beginning the first steps in a trade agreement. She was there to calm a city and Lock was there to stop anything that got through her harmony.

	That the two worlds had sought out help from the Citadel was proof enough that they suspected some sort of break in their tentative peace.

	They flew in silence for a few hours while she sent confirmations of movement to the Sector Guard Udell and the Citadel archive.

	“You always were good at reporting to authority.”

	She gave him a cold glare. “And you always suck at compliments.”

	He sighed. “How do I always start out with my foot in my mouth?”

	“You are dancing, not me.”

	Lock sighed. “Do we always have to start so awkwardly?”

	She looked at him seriously. “I don’t know any other way to be around a Kozue.”

	He set the autopilot and swivelled toward her. “Can we start again? I am Lock of the Sector Guard. Who are you?”

	Iara thought about it and extended her hand. “I am Specialist Iara of Citadel Zakaru.”

	He took her hand and smiled. “I am pleased to meet you. What are you a specialist of?”

	She chuckled. “Crowd control.”

	“Fascinating. That is my area of expertise as well.” He grinned and released her hand.

	“You really think this new start is going to work?”

	“We can try it for a while. If it doesn’t take, we can go back to sniping at each other.” He winked and his golden brown eyes gleamed.

	Iara was startled into chuckling. “Well, at least you have a plan.”

	He gave her a surprised smile. “I rarely hear you laugh.”

	“That is because you are always talking. Shall we get back to working together for the first time?”

	Lock blinked. “Right. Sorry. What are you planning for the assignment?”

	She shrugged. “I will be in the room with the negotiators and broadcasting harmony and tranquility to everyone within the borders of the city. You will manage any incoming attacks or outbreaks of hostility that don’t chill down when they hit my radius.”

	“So, I am the second line of defense.”

	“Well, you are the first line of defense; if they get to me, they have come through you. I am merely the one with the largest span of influence.” She brought up the projection of the meeting chambers and the central square. “We need to study avenues of attack and the most likely terrorists.”

	“I have the files uploaded and ready for review. We will be there in two jumps and nine hours. Are you ready to do your homework?”

	“Why not? I always enjoyed studying.” She opened the files in the projection and flicked through the threats that had been coming in fast and furious when the two planets had agreed to peaceful trade after years of attacking and thieving. It was hard for planets to put away the past, but some were so fixated on the past, they could not see the future.

	It would take years to settle all grievances and centuries before factions ceased to rise up and fight the peace. Naktu and Deran had been born in each other’s shadows, and from the moment they became aware of the other population, they had fought to gain ground. Space exploration escalated to warfare in a matter of decades.

	She broke the threats down into categories. Credible threats went in one category and psychotic rants went into the other. Iara was glad that Tether had met her with tea. She was going to need it.

	 

	Lock brought her a cup of tea, and he said, “Take a break.”

	She blinked and took the cup from him. “How long have I been at it?”

	“Four hours and one jump.”

	“I suppose a break is in order. I will also need a nap before we arrive. Will that be a problem?”

	“Of course not. If you need a shower, I promise not to peek.”

	Iara snorted and sipped at her tea. “I think I can manage to close the door.”

	“I still promise not to peek.” He winked.

	She blinked. “What is it with the winking? Are you flirting with me or is there something in your eye?”

	His bronze skin darkened. “Perhaps there is a little bit of flirting going on. You are a very attractive woman, and despite the fact that I know you do not like the idea, you are my own species, which makes things easier.”

	“Because you can recognise my expressions and I have the same general base for social upbringing?” She twisted her lips in amusement.

	“It sounds so unromantic when you say it like that. I prefer to think that we have a lot in common.”

	Iara sipped at her tea. “We will discuss this at length on the way back to Zakaru.”

	“Really?” He looked hopeful. It was rather endearing from such a large man.

	Looked at with an unprejudiced eye, he was rather handsome. His rich brown bodysuit was trimmed with metallic bronze that matched his eyes and the metal bands in his braids. The breadth of his shoulders was standard for a Kozue warrior, as was the barrel of his chest and the narrow waist and hips.

	He reminded her of the warriors she had watched preparing for battle before her talent had swelled out of her control. Her family and clan may have had different colouring, but the expressions flitting across his face were easy to read.

	“Really. I will even give you my clan name if you ask nicely.”

	It was as if she had promised him a moon of his own.

	“Then, dear Iara, I will make sure to get you home in one piece. Up until now, I was aiming for ninety-five percent of a piece.”

	She was startled into laughing and he grinned.

	Iara finished her tea and rose to her feet to get a meal. It was going to be a long five hours.

	 

	“We are on our way down. Are you ready?”

	Iara grimaced. “I just have to finish tying up my hair.”

	She wound the braids around her head in a wide coronet. It had been one of the first hairstyles she had learned at the king’s court and one that she enjoyed because it provided her with an aura of authority that few folk even noticed.

	“Why do you tie it up?”

	“It was required while I was growing up, and I just got used to it. Now it is a habit.”

	“There is a story there.”

	She grinned. “On the way home. Get me out in one piece and as soon as I wake up, I will tell you everything you want to know.”

	“Wake up?”

	“My plan for the next week is to be in a trance state maintaining the peace. I am not going to be able to eat or drink, so I will be a bit of a mess when this is over.”

	“How can you do that?” Lock’s expression was completely appalled.

	“Priest training. I was given extensive training in my second home. I was allowed to pursue any educational avenue available for my talent. Mediation meditation was one of those avenues. A tutor was brought in and I got my education.”

	“What is your longest time in a meditative state?”

	“Seventeen days. I had to calm a city during a festival. They fed and watered me every two days or so.”

	She checked her robes and did a quick diagnostic on her specially prepared suit. It would keep her clean during her trance time.

	“So, final rundown. I will be in the room with the delegates and you will be anywhere that we have identified as a threat.”

	“Yes, Specialist Iara.” He snapped a salute.

	“Well, we have to organize this now. They are suspicious of aliens and need as little interference as possible. I hope you can move without being too interruptive to the local security.”

	He put an innocent look on his features. “I can be quite stealthy when the occasion calls for it. I can also move swiftly.”

	She nodded. “Good. In my trance state, I might be able to give you some hints as to where trouble would be, but I won’t be able to speak.”

	“How will you communicate with me?”

	Iara gave him a droll look. “I have spent enough time with you to recognise your mind, and I can keep you from being affected by my talent. If you feel it touch you, head toward the source of the calm. I can use it to steer you around.”

	He blinked. “That will work?”

	“A Kozue mind rejects the very idea of sweet serenity. I will make sure to make the hint foreign to your mind.” Iara snorted.

	“That would be helpful.” Lock grinned.

	The twin worlds filled their view screen, and Iara checked her hair and clothing one more time. She was as ready as she was going to get.

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	It took three hours to be admitted to the chamber, but once she was, Iara settled in her chair and asked, “When are they expected?”

	“The Naktu have been in orbit, waiting for the notice that you have arrived. They are on their way down now.” The head of the Deran Guard bowed shortly. “Do you have what you need?”

	“I will need to be hidden from view. I believe that was mentioned.”

	“There is a screen that will rise from the floor; may I ask why you must be hidden?”

	She wrinkled her nose. “Your protocols involve a lot of standing and sitting in turns. I will not be able to move once I engage my influence. I do not wish to appear disrespectful.”

	“If you are ready, I will summon it immediately.”

	“Please. My partner is on alert, and he will come and get me if anything arises that he cannot deal with.”

	“As you wish, Specialist.” General Girn bowed and his wide grey ears flicked back and forth. “We appreciate your assistance in our security plans.”

	Iara sat and settled in the chair with her arms resting on the warm wood. “It is a duty and a pleasure to see this brought to fruition.”

	He placed his clawed hand over his heart and bowed. He turned sharply on his heel and he removed himself from the council chamber.

	As she sat in the empty room, she looked around. The tables and chairs were lined on both sides. Fifty representatives from each planet would be present, and it would be a tremendous moment for their people if peace and trade were agreed to.

	The golden mesh rose from the floor, surrounding her in a cage that allowed her to see shapes and hear voices. Nothing else could penetrate, and as long as she was still, they would not pay her any attention, though her presence was integral to the events.

	She smiled at the physical proof that though the two planets were sisters, the species were only living in the same neighbourhood. The Naktu were insectoid and the Deran were mammalian. Their first conflict had been on religious basis because they could not believe that they were not the only species designed by their creator. Both species had gone through their evolution believing that they were the only one. When their war attracted the notice of other species, they had to sit back and admit that their creators had multiple children. That realisation had led to this moment.

	Iara closed her eyes and located Lock with her senses. She began to send her influence out over the city and the air above it. A dome of calm and serenity was in place in ten minutes. They could come any time. She was ready.

	 

	An hour after she began to create harmony in the centre of Deran, the delegates filed in. She went into her trance and time blurred as she dampened hostilities and made logic shine through without the burning need for advancement. They were politicians doing what was best for their people without thought for themselves. The negotiations began to make headway and Iara remained on alert.

	 

	Three days later, she felt the relief and joy as everyone in the room ratified the agreements. A flicker of relief entered her as well. She was only going to be on duty until the Naktu left, and with luck, that would be two days in the future.

	Two incursions had occurred during the negotiations and Lock had stopped them both. He had also rested and she envied that particular luxury.

	The negotiations had occurred in waves. Four hours on, three hours off. This allowed both parties to sleep and confer with their planetary representatives. It had slowly inched the talks along until they had finally created the first treaty that not only contained non-aggression, but also beneficial trade agreements with heavy penalties for either party if they reneged on the deal.

	Iara listened to everything around her. No one asked if she was really there; they could feel her. Their minds were slightly different than others she had touched before, but they were still susceptible to her talent. She kept them serene and kept the process marching on.

	The celebration began that evening, and she stayed on duty. When the Naktu made their way back to their world and they had cleared her influence, she sent out a locking wave into the city and started to move.

	Lock was on the other side of the screen the moment she let out a soft cough.

	“General, lower the screen.”

	It receded with glacial slowness, leaving Iara looking at Lock in exhaustion. “They are gone. We are done here.”

	“Right.” He shifted from foot to foot.

	Iara smiled and carefully levered herself to her feet. She extended her hand, and he took it, bracing her with a hand on her elbow. Together, they walked slowly out of the council chamber and into the deep midnight of night on Deran.

	Iara looked up and saw Naktu dancing in its endless rounds with Deran, progressing like two stones on a bolo, tied by a string that neither could see. They swung around each other, around and around.

	“It is very pretty. Not too surprising that two races so close to each other would succumb to either love or hate. You can’t see something all the time and not feel strongly about it.” Her words were a whisper. Her throat was as tired as the rest of her.

	Lock gave her a look of understanding, and he supported her to their transport and along the ride to their vessel.

	When they stepped into the shuttle, she gave a long shudder. “Medical kit, please.”

	He folded the med bed out of the wall and helped her have a seat.

	She smiled brightly and prepped a hypo with shaking hands. She pressed it to her inner arm and waited for the effect. The moment she could feel the steadying effect of adrenaline, she moved quickly to put in an IV drip with a vitamin and hydrating solution. “Can you get me three ration bags of water, please?”

	Lock moved swiftly and returned with the bags. She opened one and bit down on the mouthpiece, holding it between her teeth so that only a trickle of moisture made it in.

	Sitting up, she threaded her arms through the takeoff straps and checked her connection to the IV. “I am ready for launch when you are. As soon as I rehydrate, I will sleep for a few hours. By then, we will be back at Zakaru.”

	He gave her a narrow-eyed grin, “You knew you would be out for the trip back.”

	“I suspected as much.”

	“Specialist Iara, I never imagined that you were a cheater.”

	She sighed as he headed to seal the ship. “Iara Hanikada.”

	He paused, nodded and resumed his preflight prep.

	He passed her on his way to the command deck and he whispered, “Rion Welnikat.”

	She blushed at the moment that was almost more intimate than a kiss.

	His lineage explained a lot. The Welnikat clan were forward thinkers and often worked as security for alien races. In the society of the Kozue, they were the thinkers and statesmen. No wonder Lock was so easily absorbed into the Sector Guard. His family was known for their even temperaments.

	Sipping at the water, she hung on during the launch. When the ship settled, she drank as much water as she could, keeping one bag next to her for when she woke. With a deep sigh, she unravelled from the harness and settled on the med bed. It was time to reclaim her body and that meant sleep.

	With her surroundings set for her comfort, she let her body take what it needed.

	 

	She was shifting, moving slightly as if floating through midair. Iara opened her eyes, and the air and sky of Zakaru greeted her. She was being carried on an airbed, and it was gliding into the medical centre via the outer entrance.

	“Where is he?” She asked the medic next to her.

	The young healer smiled, “He is speaking to his base on the com.”

	“Great. Why am I on this bed?”

	“You are dehydrated and malnourished. You need healing.”

	“Not with pain, please. I have had a trying time.”

	The young woman smiled, her green skin glowing. “I can do it with cold if you don’t mind.”

	“Sure. Whatever it takes to get me up and around.”

	The healer grinned. “You might be sorry you said that. We also have a teaching class in the infirmary today. This could take a while.”

	Iara leaned back and groaned. “Fine. As long as I don’t have to get up and run around.”

	The healer laughed. “No, but you may wish that you had run, Specialist.”

	 

	In the machine, healing was administered and then back under the diagnostic rays. Iara was exhausted by the time Healer Gwinka was finished and the class had completed their note taking.

	Tether was standing in the observation area with Lock, and they were deep in conversation when Iara was finally allowed to walk.

	Gwinka gave her a significant look.

	Iara smiled, “Yes, Healer. I am heading for the commissary.”

	“Good. My booster will only last a few hours, so you need to get something in your system.”

	“Yes, ma’am.” She saluted and headed out the door, her white robes swirling around her.

	Footsteps behind her hinted that she was being followed. She didn’t care; she wanted some fruit and some tea. Hopefully, one of her eager students would be swirling around and she could press them into service.

	Through the halls, she kept up her stride until the smells of the commissary pulled her forward.

	She grabbed a tray in shaking hands and whisked through the line with determination. When she had what she needed, including two cups of tea, she went in search of a table.

	The weight of the tray kept her hands from trembling, but the moment she set it down, they resumed their vibration. She grabbed a fork and attacked the fruit, confident that it couldn’t outrun her.

	“Were you trying to lose us in the hall, Iara?” Tether grinned as he slid down in the seat across from her.

	“No. I was ordered to eat as quickly as possible, so I am.”

	Lock sat next to her. “Are you healed?”

	“I wasn’t injured. I was just enjoying the side effect of five days without food or water.”

	Tether stole some of her fruit. “Then why did you just spend five hours in medical?”

	She gave them both a smarmy smile, “Because one of you panics like an old woman.”

	Tether grinned, his third eye wide. “Wow. You are in a mood.”

	“I have just spent five hours being manhandled and I didn’t even get dinner first.”

	Lock winced. “I am sorry. I honestly thought you were in danger. I couldn’t wake you.”

	“I had just been awake for five days. I was a little tired.”

	“How are you now?” He put his hand on the back of hers.

	She brutally stabbed some melon. “Tired, hungry and ticked off, so there has been a change.”

	Tether blinked and focussed on something behind her. “Don’t look now, but I think you are either in trouble or getting a promotion.”

	Iara slowly turned and saw the familiar face of Citadel Master Lovey. She smiled and the woman waved for her to remain seated.

	“Iara, I have heard you and Lock did excellently well on your assignment, but there has been a request for you. A long-term request.” Lovey sat at the table, as if she ate with instructors every day.

	Iara sipped frantically at her first cup of tea. “What is it?”

	“Citadel Lowel has requested you as Citadel Master. I have given my blessing if you agree.”

	Iara put her tea down. “What?”

	“You heard me. They will be doing many non-talented information sessions and lectures. They need someone with your talents on the planet to keep things on the scholastic side. Lowel is for training and learning. It needs to remain that. Your talent could keep it that way.”

	“How long do I have to think about it?”

	“Sleep on it. I hear you are overdue. Lock here will remain on site until you have decided on a course of action.”

	“Does this mean I wouldn’t have to constantly run around from world to world?”

	Lovey grinned. “It means exactly that. You can even request some staff members if you want to take anyone from here.”

	Iara looked to Tether and he was nodding eagerly. “I might have a personal assistant in mind.”

	He beamed at her, his third eye glowing with excitement.

	She sent a sideways glance to Lock, and he was busy looking innocent. “You have been working on this the entire trip home.”

	“Well, I know that they are looking for someone to head the Citadel, and you have both a head for organization and a talent for harmony. I think you would be ideal and I told them so.”

	Iara sat back in amazement and kept chewing her breakfast. “A Citadel master. Huh. That was not something I had expected.”

	“Sleep on it. You are going to need to make the decision with a clear head.” Lovey patted her hand and gave her a smile. “Come to my office when you have decided.”

	Lovey rose to her feet. “Guardsman, come with me. You look as hellish as she does, so we need to get your visitor’s quarters sorted.”

	Iara gave Lock a solid stare. He was pale, drawn and exhausted. She wasn’t the only one who had done hard duty on their assignment.

	“Lovey, put him in my room. I owe him a few explanations, and the bed is definitely big enough. I can get my rest on the couch.”

	The Citadel master looked between the two of them and nodded. “Right. Eat and haul him off for some rest. I will speak with you both in the morning.”

	Lovey handed him a visitor’s link so that he could use the facilities of the Citadel as well as the lift to the Specialists’ quarters.

	Tether grinned. “Come with me, Lock. You need a good meal as much as she does.”

	Iara worked her way through her meal in silence. She gulped down her tea and hoped for the energy to take another pass at the food line.

	She was waning rapidly, so when Lock finished his meal, she looked at Tether. “Nap time for us, I think.”

	He gave her a grateful look. “Excellent idea.”

	Tether grinned. “Do you need help?”

	Iara slowly stood, and when she felt her body balance, she shook her head. “Nope, I am good. Can you take care of the trays?”

	Tether nodded.

	Lock rose to his feet and offered her his arm. “Shall we?”

	She took it and used her grip to steer him through the common area and to the lifts. She was guiding and he was supporting. It was a fair exchange of strengths at the moment.

	“Are you considering taking the position at Lowel?”

	They stood and swayed as the lift came to a halt on her floor. As the doors eased open, they stepped out and she directed him toward her quarters.

	“I am indeed considering the position, but my brain is a little muddled. I need to decide in the morning.”

	They paused outside her door and she palmed the lock. The door slid back and the scent of her rooms came to her. Citrus and honey were her favourite scents. It reminded her of her room in the palace on Saroo. Her time there as bondservant to King Learith had been a learning experience, and she had enjoyed the opportunity to let her mind roam free through the books.

	That was what came to her as she closed the door behind them and staggered inside. “You can have the bed.”

	She shucked off her outer robe and loosened her suit at the neckline. With a groan of relief, she hit the couch and settled in on her side.

	She heard him ask her a question, but she let herself fade in a healing sleep.

	 


Chapter Six

	 

	 

	Waking fully clothed in her own bed was a little odd because she didn’t remember how she got there.

	Iara sat up, looked at the rumpled pillow on the other side of her bed and shrugged, stomping up to the dressing table. With a groan, she unravelled her hair and brushed it before removing her suit and hanging it in the cleaner.

	Naked, she walked to the lav and stopped short when Lock emerged looking clean and refreshed.

	He froze in place, his gaze roaming over her from foot to the long waves of her hair. “Good morning, Iara.”

	She squeaked, pushed past him and closed the door to the lav.

	Her heart was pounding, and she stepped into the shower. She felt marginally more alert after her one indulgence washed over her. An honest-to-goodness wet shower was her sole request of the Citadel. The water ran over her and woke her in a way that no sonic or gel could manage. Her life on the Kozue warship had not included such luxuries, and on Saroo, she had enjoyed them for their difference from what she had grown up with. Now, the shower not only roused her but it also was a reminder of a time when she had first found her soul and revelled in it.

	It was a lot to ask of a shower, but it had never disappointed her.

	She let her hand glide over the hidden panel, and it swung open to display her collection of body gels and shampoos. She went to work on her hair and then followed up with a brisk scrubbing of the rest of her body.

	Iara turned off the taps with a sigh and wrapped her hair in one towel and her body in another. It was time to face Lock, she had no choice, he was next to her clean clothing after all.

	She tucked her towel around her tightly and left the safety of the lav. She blinked in surprise to see him fluffing her pillows and draping them precisely on her bed. Iara headed for her closet and slid the door open, picking out one of her standard ivory suits.

	“Why is there nothing but white in that closet?”

	She gave him an arch look over her shoulder. “Because it is my closet and not yours.”

	Iara stepped behind a screen and tossed her towel over the top. She slipped into the bodysuit and smoothed the closures with a practiced hand. When she was dressed, she stepped out and took the towel to the cleaner, whipping her long-stay suit out of the unit, and when she had exchanged the two items, she returned the thicker suit to her go-bag.

	He sat on her couch and looked at her. “Seriously, I have never seen another Kozue wearing white.”

	She heard a knock on her door and opened it, smiling at Tether and taking the tray of food from him. “Thanks for this, Tether.”

	He winked with his third eye and bowed. “Enjoy your morning. Master Lovey is waiting for her answer.”

	He disappeared without another word. It was uncharacteristic but then so was Iara having a man in her room. She turned with the tray and Lock came to take it from her.

	“How did he know you were awake?”

	“Tether is his name but it is also what he does. He latches onto people, and he can monitor them across space. Here, he watches over me.”

	She followed Lock to her small table and sat across from him. She took one plate and he took the other.

	“Where did you two meet?” He tucked into his breakfast with a smile.

	Iara looked at him while her mind considered her options. “I don’t know if he would want me to tell you.”

	Lock nodded. “Well, then, how did you come to be here?”

	She sighed in relief. “That, I can tell you. I came here after serving twelve years as a bondservant on Saroo.”

	He blinked in surprise. “You were captured?”

	“No. My family sold me so that I could cease disrupting their attacks, so at the age of nine, they arranged for me to be the bondservant to King Learith of Saroo. The king paid and my family handed me over.”

	He sat back and stared. “You are joking.”

	“Of course not. A child who brings peace has no place on a Kozue battleship.” It had the ring of something said a thousand times, because she had not only heard it, she had repeated it in the long nights after she had been banished from her home.

	“You don’t use your clan name.”

	“I was removed from them by their own hands. They didn’t want me, so I do not wear their name. You have a good relationship with your family?”

	He nodded. “I do. My talent was considered unsporting but an asset in battle. It was only when the Sector Guard became an option that I left the ship for Udell.”

	She nodded, “So your name is Rion?”

	“Yes. I am named after my mother’s grandfather.”

	It was common enough practice. She was named after her great grandmother as well.

	“How did your parents take the necessity of parting from you?”

	It was a telling question. “My mother dressed in mourning and followed behind me like a spectre. My father took on the shame of accepting the money for me. Once I was handed over, I was dressed for the court and I began my duties. The white dress that I was in made sure that folk could see me. I sat on a small chair with my feet dangling and I broadcasted calm throughout the room. When the court proceedings were over, they showed me to my room.”

	She smiled brightly. “They had preserved my Kozue dress as I asked, and the next morning, a dressmaker came in to take my measurements for a new wardrobe, all in white. A tutor arrived next and he began my studies. I was given a chance I never would have had on the battleship. They let me learn all I could.”

	She picked up her teacup and cradled it in her palms, enjoying the warmth. “It wasn’t a bad stint as a bondservant. He treated me more like a daughter than my own father did. There was nothing untoward aside from his son taking an interest in me as I developed.”

	Rion froze. “What did he do?”

	“Nothing. Learith knew his child. He gave me a lady’s maid, and he was under orders to never leave me alone with the crown prince. Having a burly male as a lady’s maid took some getting used to, but he was excellent. He was my pilot upon leaving Saroo, and he went his own way so that the new king could not wreak revenge on him.”

	She leaned back, her mind taken with the memory of that final flight and her landing on Zakaru.

	“Your maid was a man?”

	“Yup. A big strapping fellow named Vos Nar. He was the one who taught me how to braid my hair to keep it out of the way for long periods of time. He created my normal hairstyle.” Iara grinned.

	“I am still coming to grips with your hairstylist being a strapping fellow. Did you have feelings for him?”

	She was amazed as she realised that he was jealous. “Vos is living happily on Cadoiz with his husband. They have adopted three little girls, and he gets all the braiding practice that he can manage.”

	“He…”

	“King Learith wanted me safe, so he found me a bondservant whose freedom was linked to mine. When we flew to safety, his own life was at stake. He had been transferred to the pilot barracks a month before the king died. He was in the right place and waiting for the Zakaru Protocol.”

	Rion leaned forward. “Zakaru Protocol?”

	She put her cup down and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “The king knew he was dying. He had run to the end of his life and he wanted me somewhere that I would have freedom. If I had remained on Saroo, the new king would have stripped my rights and locked me into a position as his peacekeeper and his whore. I would have been dead by now.”

	To hide her emotion, she removed the towel around her hair and began to work the moisture out of her waist-length locks.

	“The Zakaru Protocol went as follows. I was to return to my room, get my bag and leave my purchase price next to a note declaring my bond paid in full. From there, I was to get my pilot and he would take me to Zakaru Citadel before the new king could take power. He had to fly straight as he could, but an armed courier ship still arrived before we had touched down.”

	Rion was watching her with interest. “What happened next?”

	“Well, Vos had called ahead, so Master Lovey was waiting for us. There was a Citadel contract and a podium. I read the contract, made changes that involved me never landing on Saroo or working with the Kozue.” She gave him a significant look.

	“I see that particular condition has been bent.”

	“Just for you. I still get an extra stipend for every assignment we go on together, and if I come to injury, you are penalized.”

	She rose and crossed to her dressing table, getting her brush. She returned to the small dining table and began to work on her hair.

	“Anyway, I signed, she signed and then she grabbed me because the Saroo ship was incoming. I calmed the crew during their run, and when they disembarked, the Citadel guards took care of them. Master Lovey let me out of her embrace the moment that the men were bound and she welcomed me to the Citadel. I became a specialist in a few weeks and was on my initial assignment off world within two months.”

	“Impressive.”

	“I also put in fashion control. By that point, I had grown used to the white uniform of the court gowns, so I arranged something similar out of the bodysuit and outer robes.”

	Understanding dawned. “So, you dress that way to make yourself comfortable.”

	“Yes. I used to only use my talent while dressed for court. So, I thought I might as well start off in a costume I knew I could work in.”

	“Sensible.” He smiled. “My entry into the Sector Guard is far more mundane. My clan leader sent them a message and they came to get me.”

	“Sounds like it was full of high drama.”

	“Oh, very much so. I got a going-away party and everything.”

	Iara smiled, “It sounds nice. I envy you your family.”

	“Envy? From the princess of calm? Should I be flattered?”

	She made a face. “I prize honesty and try to use it when I can. Knowing that you grew up a talent Kozue and they didn’t get rid of you like my clan did was a hard pill to swallow when I first learned of it.”

	He blinked. “I hadn’t thought of it that way. Have you spoken to your family since they sold you?”

	She gave him a look through the veil of hair she had just brushed over her eyes. “I don’t have a family, remember? There is a reason I cut my clan name away. No Kozue sells a child they want to claim.”

	He didn’t have an answer to that, so he changed the subject.

	“Did you sleep on the great question?”

	She flipped her hair back over her shoulders. “I did. I am going to do it. Master Iara has a nice ring to it.”

	Rion smiled at her and leaned forward, his arms on the table. “It certainly does.”

	 


Chapter Seven

	 

	 

	Citadel Lowel was beautiful and new. It was designed for teaching and lectures, and Iara could not imagine her talent being needed.

	Starborn and Comet were delighted to hand the reins over to her. The leadership of Citadel Lowel had been a call to duty that everyone had tried to answer but a true leader of the facility was needed.

	Iara was a perfect fit. She had skills at dealing with people and her talent allowed her to calm folk down.

	Lock’s transfer from Udell to Lowel was a bit of a surprise, but Iara should have known better. He never could resist a chance to talk to her and being only a short hop away was too much for him.

	Wiali grinned at her over dinner. “Guessing by your expression, it is a good thing that he requested transfer here before you took over. You would have bounced him over to Teklan.”

	It was her second day and second dinner with Wiali and Braenar.

	Iara scowled, “He seems to love to chase me around. No matter where I go, which assignment I have been on, he turns up.”

	Braenar chuckled. “Your kind have strange mating practices.”

	She spluttered. “Mating? You have to be mistaken.”

	Wiali narrowed her eyes behind her genetically bestowed mask. “He is engaging in a clumsy courtship. What would a Kozue warrior do to win his female?”

	Iara thought back and scowled, “He would pursue her, he would gain her family’s approval and then he would pick fights with…oh my stars he is courting me.”

	The sudden awareness brought the entire room a round of laughter.

	Tether howled as Iara came to the knowledge that he had probably had all along.

	He was thriving here, making schedules and getting in touch with speakers and audiences that would be interested in the new facilities at Lowel. Other Citadels were lining up to use the central location for symposiums, and Tether was making new friends.

	Tether finished his laughing and he looked at her, “Lock said the strangest thing to me the other day. He asked if I would give you permission to share my story.”

	“What did you tell him?” Iara sat back as the bots began to clear the dishes.

	“I told him that it was your story as well so of course you could tell it. Nittha wants you to consider coming in for a Land Festival party this year.” He switched the topic with all the subtlety she expected from him.

	“I will try, but it will depend on whether I can get leave from the Citadel, which—as I am in charge—will be awkward.” She wrinkled her nose at him.

	“Well, I would offer to take over for the vacation, but as you would need to be with me for the visit, that wouldn’t work. Maybe Lock would do it?”

	Iara grinned. “Now, there is an idea. If he wants to wedge himself into Lowel, he’s going to work.”

	Wiali grinned. “That’s the spirit. We are depending on you to populate this facility.”

	Iara blinked. “On my own? I don’t reproduce like that.”

	This time, she was able to join in the general round of laughter as the gathering rippled with amusement.

	Iara looked at the friendly faces from half a dozen races and she smiled. She was going to like it here.

	 

	The gardens were underway and that is where Lock found her. She was sitting on a bench, waiting for his arrival.

	He took the seat next to her. “So, princess, how am I to address you?”

	“Master Iara. Starborn has taken to calling me Harmony, but Master Iara is fine.”

	“Master Iara then. It is good to see you again.” He took her hand in his.

	She didn’t pull away.

	“Why me, Rion? Why not someone from your own clan or another one for that matter? Why are you pursuing me?”

	He stroked her fingers with his. “Because you didn’t notice. I courted you with every sly compliment and offer I could think of and you didn’t notice one of them. So, I turned to insulting and getting on your nerves. When I attacked there, I got a reaction so that is what I made my home.”

	“That is really twisted.”

	He shrugged. “I found a sore spot and I attacked it. It is the Kozue way.”

	She made a face. “It might be but it is still annoying.”

	“I will take any emotion I can shake out of your ever-present calm, even annoyance.”

	“I am not always calm; I just don’t let you see it. Don’t let anyone see it, actually.”

	“Tether sees it.”

	She moved closer to him so that their arms brushed against each other. “Tether sees a lot of things. You said you wanted me to tell you his story. Did you still want to hear it?”

	“Of course.” He shifted closer to her, and now, their thighs were in contact.

	She turned her head and opened her mouth to speak, but his mouth was so close that her thoughts left her mind. The light kiss he brushed across her lips sent shivers through her.

	He had her full attention, and she leaned in to continue the contact.

	His hand caressed her cheek, and she opened her eyes, unaware that she had closed them.

	“Tether’s story?”

	She blushed and settled back. “Right. Well, I was assigned to work on Huran and I met his sister, Nittha. She was working as a clerk in the capital and she showed me the best places to eat while I wasn’t keeping the negotiations calm. We became friends and when she introduced me to her brother, Tether, I knew what she was asking me for.”

	He frowned. “I am not familiar with the Hurans.”

	“You wouldn’t be the first. They don’t get out much. The Hurans are taking their first steps into the Alliance. This was a first-contact meeting and my forays into the local restaurants were greeted with much interest. I was the first two-eyed creature that they had ever seen.”

	“What was Nittha asking you for?”

	“She wanted me to take Tether when I left. He has a few inclinations that are not in line with the doctrine of his home. Tether is a dreamer and he knows too much for his own good. His links to the living go against everything that his people believe. They do not encourage the thought of being able to contact another living soul without direct contact.”

	“What would have happened to him?”

	She made a small face. “The penalty for his talent was death. I smuggled him off world in my luggage. He is dramatically flexible.”

	“Didn’t they notice?” He raised his brows.

	Iara sighed and sat back. “I informed them that an unregistered talent had stowed away on my ship. I waited.”

	“What were you waiting for?”

	“For a demand to return him, for an inquiry as to who he was, to a request to know what his talent was. I got nothing, but his sister sent me a message that was carefully worded. She told me that a rumour had spread that her brother had run away from home. No one could confirm it. It seemed there were sightings of him all over the continent, so the government could not pin down precisely who the talent was that was in my company, nor did they want to know. He simply disappeared from Huran and no one was the wiser.”

	“He mentioned being asked to return for a holiday.”

	“Of course. It has been two years, and with Huran beginning the affiliation entry to the Alliance and Tether being a member of the Citadel in good standing, they have to allow him to come and go on a visitor’s visa.”

	“Saved by politics. That’s nearly a first.”

	She chuckled. “I was saved by a technicality. My feet were off Saroo before King Learith died and I was travelling on his orders. If he hadn’t given that last command, I would have remained bonded to the royal house.”

	“What do you want from your life?” Rion asked the question suddenly.

	Iara thought about it. Survival and duty had taken over for so long, she hadn’t thought about what came next. “I want to thrive, to become someone that my parents would respect and possibly fear a little. It is petty, but I have always wanted to show them that they were wrong to get rid of me.”

	Rion laughed. “A solid Kozue reaction. You are more like your family than you are willing to admit.”

	She couldn’t argue with that. Iara rose and looked out at the gardens. They were taking shape under Hyl’s attentions. Of course, Smudge had his input as well, but it was a little hard to argue with the results of the slowly blooming garden. The night garden was interspersed, and at this moment, the change from day to night was wonderful to watch.

	Rion came up behind her and put his hands on her arms. Together, they watched the day flowers fold up and the night flowers open. Light glowed softly and pulsed as Citadel Lowel rotated away from the light of the star and into the darkness for the night.

	“This is really lovely.” She sighed and smiled as her body enjoyed the warmth of him at her back.

	“It is your domain now. When does the Citadel open for business?”

	“Well, I have the final support-staff shuttles coming through this weekend, so according to Tether, we start next week with a lecture on races that are diseases to each other. It should be fascinating.”

	He rested his chin on her coronet. “It is definitely something new. The Alliance education centres have rarely gotten to this sector. This is going to be a big deal.”

	Looking out at the stars slowly winking into view, she knew what he meant. Lowel had the feeling of something grand about to happen.

	Iara felt lucky that she was in the right place to see it and that she wasn’t going to see it alone.

	 


Chapter Eight

	 

	 

	The first lecture held in the halls of Citadel Lowel was held to a full auditorium. Those attending the lecture were housed on the space station in high orbit and brought down for the day before being returned to their housing.

	Apparently, being allergic to other races was a far more common problem than Iara had imagined.

	The commissary staff worked like a well-oiled machine instead of staff that had only been in for two days. Tether zipped around the facility with Smudge at his heels, and Iara could swear that the small fluffy thing was taking notes on organization.

	Iara finally asked Scorcher Eckerhart. “What is he?”

	Tether was out in the garden taking notes on plants and Smudge was right behind him once again.

	They were having tea in the garden after the exodus for the day. Hyl and Rion were sitting with the lecturer, an Azon scientist named Dort irth Nadur.

	Winera chuckled. “Hyl could explain it better, but Smudge is a Yaluthu. He is descended from a species that was originally much smaller. They tampered with it until the Yaluthu you see before you was created. He will eventually be a flying predator, and I believe he will be able to reproduce on his own.”

	“How many will he produce?”

	“Fixit on Balen had nine little ones. The Yaluthu are now considered a Balen-registered species. If Smudge has his own brood, they will be Lowel-registered Yaluthu.”

	“If he has children, why is he a he?”

	Winera laughed, “If you get close to him or touch his thoughts, you would know. Smudge is simply a he, and from what I have learned, the only dark-coloured Yaluthu that there is.”

	“He is looking a little scruffy.”

	Winera sighed, “It is a sign that he is ready for his next shape. He will moult and then he will change. Will you take care of him if he is transforming while I am on assignment?”

	“I am sure Tether will handle him. They seem to have formed a weird friendship.” Iara chuckled. “But I will be there if he needs me.”

	“From what Veera said, he will need a lot of protein because he will transform and then breed immediately after.” Winera fidgeted. “I hope he doesn’t start until we are back, but I want to prepare for all contingencies.”

	“He will be taken care of if he chooses to shift shapes. I confess that I may document it, but he will be watched and he won’t be alone.”

	Winera’s shoulders relaxed. “Thank you, it is what I needed to hear.”

	Iara patted her hand. “I finally figured that out.”

	“You are getting the hang of being in charge.”

	“It isn’t coming easily but it is coming. Having you here is helping, but I know you are heading out in a day or two. Wiali and Braenar are booked to do a lecture on dealing with planetary and stellar avatars, as well as the planet who wants one.”

	“Damn. That sounds like an interesting one.”

	“I am creating vids of the lectures for the archives. You can watch it when I upload it to the Citadel records.”

	“Thank you. I think that this will go a long way to getting the Citadel recognition for what it does for a variety of species.”

	Iara rubbed her neck. “Without help from Citadel Master Lovey, I would not be here today, and certainly, I would not be a free woman. It has had an impact on my life, and I will repay the institution as best I am able.”

	“Will you pass that generosity along? I could use some motivation most days.”

	“I will leave that to the recruiters, but keep your eye open for anyone who has the potential to be more than what they have chosen to be. Those are the ones who have the power to change worlds, they just don’t know it.”

	Winera sipped at her water and gave her a look of understanding. “You didn’t know what you would become, did you?”

	“I had no idea. I was raised to think I was wrong, and then, I learned I was useful. The Citadel taught me that I had the power to make a change and that people would want me to do it. This is just the next phase in that development.”

	Winera swayed a little and drank more water. “See? Everyone changes. You can’t stop it.”

	Grinning, Iara swapped Winera’s water glass for a tumbler of wine. “Here, sober up a little.”

	“See? You know what you are talking about.” Winera slugged down the wine and shivered. “Better than caf. Did I tell you about that or did you know?”

	“I have met and dealt with scorchers before. The water weakness was obvious when you started to list to one side.”

	Smudge hopped into Winera’s lap with a happy chirp.

	“What did he say?”

	“Hyl needs to plant more root vegetables. He likes root vegetables and green lettuces.” Winera scratched him under the chin and his lids drooped happily. “I told him that I would instruct Hyl on the necessities.”

	Iara smiled at the woman and her critter. When Hyl came and put his hand on Winera’s shoulder, the image was complete. They were a weird but happy little family and she had just been asked to babysit their most precious treasure. Iara wasn’t sure she was up to it, but she would try to keep Smudge happy and healthy if he moulted and couldn’t go on assignments.

	“Does he know that you will leave him with us when you have to go if he is mid-upgrade?”

	Winera nodded as she got to her feet. “He does. Tether will communicate for him, and you will be his nanny. He made up his mind the moment that he saw you.”

	Smudge chirped confirmation and hopped on the table, running over to Iara and flinging himself at her. She caught him out of reflex, and he nuzzled her cheerfully, chirping madly.

	To her shock, flickers of images ran through her thoughts. A snow-white Yaluthu with dark golden eyes was staring at her through Smudge’s vision. It was tiny compared to Smudge though, so she didn’t know what it could be.

	“Smudge is showing you the Yaluthu that will be yours. He hasn’t done that before, but I guess he wants to keep the rest of his children to himself.” Winera smiled and got to her feet.

	Smudge chirped and hopped away from Iara, making his way behind his partners into the facility.

	Iara got up and put the tea, wine and water onto a tray that was taken from her hand by a member of the new cleaning staff. “Thank you, Quera.”

	“It’s my job, Master Iara. Have a good night.” He smiled.

	She wandered over to the guest speaker, Rion and Tether. She put her hand on Rion’s shoulder and smiled at their guest. “Thank you for a very successful first lecture.”

	Dort grinned and casually let his gaze roam over her. “Thank you for the invitation.”

	Rion growled and Dort blinked.

	Iara sighed while Tether laughed. She removed her hand from Rion’s shoulder and said, “On that note, I am retiring for the evening. Good night.”

	She could almost feel the gazes on her as she headed for the secure area of the Citadel facility. She really needed a stiff drink, but it wasn’t in the cards. She would have to face the likely fistfight and its fallout, sober. But, she would face it in the morning. Tether could hold them apart or shove them together; it depended on his whim.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Tether watched the two men snarling at each other, and despite the fact that the Azon was bigger, Rion was filled with fury that was palpable.

	Tether had never seen a Kozue who wanted to fight for his mate before. The Azon seemed to know what was going on, because in a sudden move, he left his chair and lunged for Rion.

	Tether sat and drank his tea while the two men impacted, grunted and swung at each other again. It was incredibly violent, and they rolled along the ground, kicking, staggering to their feet and falling back again.

	Dort was fighting for a chance to seduce Iara and Rion was fighting to stop that from happening. Tether wished that he had a crunchy snack to enjoy while they pounded the hell out of one another.

	He was proud of Iara and what she had accomplished. His sister thought he had attached himself to her for his own safety, but he had seen a rising star in her and he wanted to be there when folks saw her shining. She was going to be something to behold.

	Quera stepped around the brawling warriors and picked up the glasses left behind. With calm aplomb, he headed into the facility to run the dishes through the wash.

	Tether smiled, it was the funny thing about working with Iara that you didn’t realise how clear your thinking process was until she wasn’t around. Her presence kept things calm even when she wasn’t actively using her talent, like tonight.

	This fight had been brewing all day. The visiting speaker had mentioned to Rion his admiration for the shape of Iara’s backside and tension had been sewn. Iara had maintained harmony during the day, so her retraction of the calm had let the fight get underway.

	Iara wouldn’t be surprised. She knew the signs of hostility and knew that sometimes rage had to have its head.

	Tether was her legal ward, though it wasn’t advertised. She hadn’t just gotten him away from his home world where his bisexuality and his talent were putting him in danger in equal measure. She had adopted him in the eyes of his people and the law made his actions her problem. His position as her ward gave him freedom to visit home as much as he liked, but it was the act of trust and faith in him that had earned his loyalty. She let him rage as much as he liked, but when it came time to work, she calmed him right down.

	All in all, he should be the one pounding the Azon into the dirt, defending Iara’s honour, but it seemed that Rion was doing a fine job.

	Those two were going to be sore in the morning.

	 


Chapter Nine

	 

	 

	Iara looked over at Rion and noted the healing bruises. She had locked the medical bay once she realised that nothing on either man was broken. Their guest was long gone, a week had passed.

	“When are you going to stop glaring at me, princess?”

	“When you no longer bear the marks of the fight, butthead.”

	Iara cuddled with Smudge, but he was taking her side and chirped angrily at Rion. His fluff was moulting rapidly and his shape was shifting.

	His diet consisted of shredded meat, and she kept a pouch with dry meat on a belt at her waist in case he got peckish. She took Smudge’s diet seriously. He had made a nest in her room, and in a day or so, she felt his larger feathers were going to come in. A hovering monitor was currently following him. It tracked him around the facility and sent a signal to Iara if he was trying to get onto something and couldn’t. He could no longer manage stairs, so she had to keep on top of it or he got frustrated and started pecking.

	Winera and Hyl were due back in two days, and she couldn’t wait. Trying to speak to the guest lecturers with an irritated Yaluthu in her lap was a bit of a chore. She kept him calm as best she could, but she didn’t want to delay his development, so she let the irritation have rein unless he got violent.

	Today’s speaker was talking on medical developments in the spacefaring communities. There were representatives from several Kozue clans attending as well as a surprising request from some traveller clans to see what was now available from medical suppliers and at the med stations around the Alliance.

	Iara wasn’t a fan of the whole Kozue invitational, but Rion agreed to go on point. He was in his most formidable uniform this morning, and he looked rather dashing to her eyes. “Are you ready for the arrivals?”

	“The twelve different clan reps that are coming in? Not hardly. Are you laying down calming waves?”

	“Thick and heavy. Even little Smudge is relaxed and giving me weird looks.” She was wearing the Yaluthu in a harness over her chest to keep him calm and enable her to feel when he was hungry.

	Smudge was enjoying being carried around. His fluff was patchy and his skin showed in places, but there were feathers taking shape. He was on his way to being a lovely predator.

	It was a little detrimental to her dignity to have a moulting fluff ball attached to her chest, but she didn’t mind. Iara had been charged with taking care of him, and she took the charge seriously.

	The zip transports between the Citadel and the station were starting to flow, so she went to the auditorium and took her seat in the hidden balcony. She idly fed Smudge shreds of meat as she watched the audience take its place.

	Her stomach chilled as she saw the person she had been dreading meeting. Ioko Hanikada was waiting to learn what he could from the speaker. She hadn’t seen her brother in fifteen years, but his pale hair and glowing blue eyes stood out against the darker complexions of the others sitting around him.

	Smudge turned around in the carrier to see what she was staring at. As more Kozue filled the auditorium, she increased her output of balance and calm.

	Ioko looked up in surprise and turned his head, eventually looking right at the shielding that kept her invisible from the rest of the auditorium. To her surprise, he smiled and waved toward her.

	She curled her hands into fists and kept her gaze on her brother while he listened to the lecture as the speaker got underway.

	He had been thirteen when she had been removed from her family, and he looked to be about the age to be searching for his own mate. It surprised her. In her mind, her brothers had remained the same age. She had never imagined that they were growing up without her there to witness it. Looric would be a battle commander by now, Tenyak a captain of his own soldiers.

	Three brothers were all living their own lives. She blinked and increased her calming influence while the lecture continued.

	After the lecture and demonstration were over, she reduced her influence somewhat and got to her feet. Smudge complained, so she handed him some shreds of meat.

	It was time for lunch, so she headed out to meet Rion in the commissary.

	To her surprise, he was hugging a man who had colouring similar to his own. He parted, saw her and smiled, “Citadel Master Iara, this is my brother, Reekan. Reekan, this is the head of Citadel Lowel.”

	She smiled and approached him. “Pleased to meet you, Reekan.”

	Tether appeared at her elbow and gestured to Smudge. “I will take him so you can eat.”

	She nodded and slipped free of the harness. Once Smudge was settled, she stroked his fuzzy head and handed over the bag of meat. “He is close to whatever he is doing. His food intake tripled today.”

	“I will keep an eye on him, now go and have lunch, Master Iara.” He winked.

	She smiled and Rion offered her his arm. She took it and Reekan gave them an astonished look.

	They took their regular table, and Reekan sat with surprise when food was delivered to them on a multitude of trays.

	They were just filling their plates when she felt a familiar presence. “Ioko Hanikada, please have a seat. We have plenty, and it will be good to see you again.”

	She flicked a gaze at her brother and smiled.

	He inclined his head and sat.

	Rion looked from Iara to Ioko, and he smiled, “Well, family gatherings all around then.”

	Ioko looked at Reekan and they both nodded carefully.

	It was unusual for two clans to meet without a fight breaking out, but Iara was still damping the aggression in the entire base, so it was a polite and silent luncheon.

	Ioko finally broke the silence. “So, Iara, you are in charge here?”

	Rion answered for her. “Citadel Master Iara is the first master of Citadel Lowel.”

	Ioko scowled. “I was speaking to my sister.”

	Rion picked up Iara’s hand and pressed a kiss to the back of it. “You were speaking to my intended.”

	Ioko was shocked. “You would try to take her without checking with her family?”

	“The same family who sold her into servitude?”

	Iara felt his confusion before her brother said, “What?”

	Iara touched Rion’s shoulder. “They didn’t tell them. It was too great a shame.”

	She turned to her brother and saw Reekan paying close and rapt attention. “Mother and Father sold me to King Learith of Saroo as a passive bodyguard. I served for twelve years until he died, and then, I joined the Citadel.”

	Ioko’s shock was almost palpable, and the rage that boiled inside him a moment later took some quick manoeuvring to quell. She could see the muscles of his neck flex as he got under control.

	“What did they tell the council, that I had run wild and stolen a shuttle?”

	He swallowed and reached for his tea. “No, they said you had gone to live with great-gran’s family. I wondered why we didn’t hear from you, but Father said that you were not allowed to use the coms. After a while, we forgot.”

	She twisted her lips. “Did cousin Sradu visit around then?”

	He blinked, “How did you know?”

	“He’s a forgetter. He would wear on your memory of me until you simply knew I was somewhere and you didn’t care precisely where. It is a good trick with enemies. They forget where he is standing and he can attack as he likes.”

	Reekan cleared his throat. “Are you serious?”

	She gave him an amused look. “My talent lets me touch other minds for identification purposes. I had met Sradu twice before I left the battleship. I know what he does.”

	Rion squeezed her hand. “He tried to make you forget what you were.”

	She nodded. “He did. Instead, he became so calm that his talent wouldn’t work.”

	Rion laughed, “How calm?”

	“He fell asleep.” She waggled her eyebrows.

	Ioko sat back. “Well, hell.”

	Iara looked around the commissary and she relaxed her calming field.

	She looked to Rion’s brother. “So, Reekan, do you have any embarrassing stories about Rion?”

	He did.

	 

	Two hours later, their entire table was laughing as Ioko shared his story of Iara climbing through the air ducts in order to calm down the manhood ceremonies for her eldest brother.

	The ritual battle had frozen in place and everyone had been confused as to the cause, except her immediate family who were frantically trying to find her.

	She had crept back the way she came, but Ioko had found her in the ducts. He hauled her out, got her cleaned up, and when their father burst in, he pretended to have been watching her the entire time.

	At that point, if she couldn’t see a target, she couldn’t calm it.

	Iara grinned. “I remember that. I think Father knew. You had put my dress on backward.”

	Rion smiled, “How old were you?”

	She bit her lip. “I was three. I think I was—”

	Shouting broke out a few tables away as a group of Kozue got on each other’s nerves. Before she could quell them, Rion had locked them in place.

	At Rion’s urging, Reekan and Ioko helped him turn the three men involved in different directions.

	“Master Iara, are you ready?”

	She nodded and prepared to grapple with the now-locked minds. The moment Rion let them go, she blasted them, and they fell to their knees, going from rage to calm in a moment. Sighing, she resumed a thicker blanket on the facility.

	Ioko scowled. “I guess that is the end of our visit.”

	“It is time to return everyone to the station. Sorry, but no overnight guests here unless they are prearranged.” She touched his arm and unable to hold herself back, she hugged him.

	He stiffened for a moment and then crushed her in his embrace. “I am glad to see you, Iara. I have missed you.”

	She blinked back tears and smiled, “You know where to find me. This is my home and I am not going anywhere.”

	He grinned. “I sense an increase in my education coming up.”

	She sniffled and escorted him back to the zip transport back to the station.

	Rion kept his arm around her. “He will be back.”

	“So will Reekan. I could see it in his eyes.”

	His fingers moved on her ribs, stroking slightly. “May I escort you to your quarters?”

	She blushed and nodded. When they arrived, she invited him in for tea.

	Iara was about to ask him if he wanted to stay the night when there was a knock at her door. Surprised, she headed to it, and Winera was leaning against the wall with blood smeared across her face and torso.

	“Winera! You weren’t due back until tomorrow.”

	“I know. There was a slight problem. Where is Smudge?”

	As she asked, small puffy feet pounded down the hall.

	Iara smiled as Winera cuddled her companion and the blood began to fade from her skin. “We had a bunch of Kozue on the station, so Tether took him for the evening. I was about to ask Tether if he could keep him for the night.”

	Winera smiled. “He is in great shape and has put on a few pounds. Good thing we came back tonight. He is about to change and he was holding off until we got home. It was getting painful for him.”

	“Well, good night, Winera, take care of him and say hello to Hyl. I will see you two in the morning.”

	Winera took the hint, and Iara was free to return to Rion.

	Making eye contact, she slipped her Citadel robe from her shoulders and then put her hands on her neckline. “It is late and you must be tired. Stay here tonight?”

	He got to his feet and put his hands over hers, easing her suit open. “I thought you would never ask.”

	 


Epilogue

	 

	 

	In the staff hall, Iara stroked Smudge’s new inky blue feathers. He was truly lovely and his six little ones were adorable.

	In the midst of the grey, brown, blue and pinks there was a tiny little ball of white fluff with golden eyes almost too large for her little face.

	When Iara put her hand in the basket containing the little ones, the white Yaluthu came running every time. “Hello, Harmony.”

	The little one had a teeny peep that was almost beyond hearing, but she peeped like crazy when Iara was near. Smudge watched with indulgence while Iara met her soon-to-be companion.

	The small brown baby had an attachment to Rion, but he wasn’t sure if he wanted a Yaluthu of his own.

	Iara let Harmony pop onto her hand, and she raised her up and out of the basket, cupping the two-inch creature with care. “They choose you, Rion. You can’t say no.”

	He grumbled but let his fingers dangle in the basket. The little brown Yaluthu rubbed against his fingers, and he scooped it out. “Watch.”

	She blinked. “Watch what?”

	He sighed and stroked the tiny creature. “His name is Watch.”

	The gathering around the table laughed; Iara smiled, but inside, she knew what having two separate Yaluthu meant.

	Harmony would remain with her, and Watch would travel with Rion as necessary. She may have been locked to the Citadel, but he was a member of the Sector Guard. He was posted as an adjunct to Udell via Lowel, but he was first and foremost a member of the Guard. If they needed him, he had to go.

	At least with a Yaluthu, she would know that someone was keeping an eye on him.

	“How long does it take for them to grow from fluff ball to raptor?” He raised Watch up and glared at him, eye to eye.

	Watch squeaked and flapped his fuzzy arms.

	Winera stroked Smudge. “Three months before he is big enough to travel, and his final evolution is up to you. When he knows he can have his babies be safe and cared for, he will have them. Not before.”

	Iara gently placed little Harmony back in the basket with her siblings. They were going to get on well. Iara could wait until she was ready to run around on her own. They were already bonded, just as Rion was with Watch.

	She was going to have to set up two beds in her quarters for the little ones when they could be separated from Smudge, but for now, visiting filled her urge for contact.

	Construction had begun on the education centre, a testing area for Citadel personnel before they went out into active duty. Tether had taken charge of it, and he was watching it with interest. With the surface of Lowel being slowly reshaped by the Citadel, they could build anything they needed.

	It was the best time to become part of something, right at the beginning when you could shape the result.

	 

	Two months later, Iara was sitting across from her brother and discussing Kozue employment policy. “I just don’t understand why the Hanikada don’t take on any protection details. It doesn’t make sense to only be thought of as a bully.”

	While her parents were holding to the illusion that she was dead, her brothers had no such restriction. She was having lunch with Looric, and he couldn’t stop staring at Harmony.

	“It is hard to take you seriously with that puff ball on your shoulder.” He smiled, his deep blue eyes amused.

	“I know, but that is where she likes to be. She used to sit on my head, but I turn my head a lot so she would tumble loose. This is safer.”

	Harmony lifted her head and chirped.

	Iara got the images from Looric’s mind. Harmony was a mind picker. She would rifle through someone’s thoughts and feed them in pictorial form to Iara. It had taken some getting used to, but now, it made sense.

	“So, will I ever see my niece and nephew?”

	His eyes widened. “Did Ioko tell you?”

	“No. You told me. Now answer please.”

	He rubbed the back of his neck. “It is tricky. They believe you are on a world with relatives.”

	“Well, couldn’t I have simply gotten a new job? A transfer? We don’t have to tell them the truth.”

	“You would lie?”

	“I have spent my life knowing that my family didn’t want me. To see you, Ioko and Tenyak, it has let me know that I was wanted, you just didn’t know what to do with me.”

	He chuckled. “That was the truth. I don’t know what my mate would make of you.”

	“I am the Master of a Citadel. There is nothing else she needs to know.”

	Harmony chirped in confirmation. She wasn’t supposed to be away from Smudge yet, but she kept escaping to come to Iara. When her father came looking for her, Iara would simply hand her over.

	“Speaking of Tenyak, where is he?”

	“He and Rion are sparring.”

	Looric smiled, “Well, we are still your brothers and he did not ask for permission to court you.”

	“I know.” She didn’t mention her pregnancy. That was the reason that her brother and her lover were currently trying to destroy each other.

	Harmony hummed and rubbed against her cheek. She was growing by leaps and bounds, but she was still only six inches tall. She wasn’t big enough for a healing, so if Iara needed any help, she stayed far away.

	“Iara, are you happy?”

	The question came out of the blue. She took his hand and smiled, “I am. I have contact with the family that matters, and even if you never come back, we had today.”

	Looric sighed with relief. “Good. You will be seeing more of us and I will work on my wife’s attitudes to the talented.”

	Smudge’s hunting scream rent the air.

	Iara laughed while Harmony let out a deep sigh for something so small. She bundled her companion into her hands and held her over her head on flat palms. Smudge flew through the room and snagged his escaped offspring.

	Looric stared with his eyes opened wide. “Does that happen a lot?”

	“Enough. She is sneaking out to be with me, and Smudge lets her have a few hours until it is feeding and naptime. He trusts me not to stress her out.”

	“So, that little fluffy thing is going to turn into that?”

	Iara looked over his shoulder and saw Rion and Tenyak making their way into the dining hall.

	Tenyak came over and inclined his head. “Congratulations on your pregnancy, sister.”

	Rion was drinking a glass of water when Looric absorbed Tenyak’s comment. He roared and Iara winced as her mate was tackled to the floor. She calmed her brother and gave him the same look she had given to Tenyak. “Take it to the gym.”

	He nodded tightly and Rion gave her a rueful glance. “I am guessing I should just ask them for your hand.”

	She grinned, “You are having fun, so until this gets old, don’t bother. I am sure that I can handle having a little one on my own without your clan attached.”

	He stiffened and nodded. He spoke to Looric and her brother nodded tightly. “Yes, you may, but you still have to pay for getting her pregnant before asking.”

	Rion sighed and nodded. They tromped off down the hall toward the gym.

	She turned to Tenyak and poured him a cup of tea. “Sit, eat. Relax. He has been having his fun, but it is time for him to smarten up and be a grown up.”

	Tenyak was amused, “You don’t mind his fighting?”

	“I appreciate fighting as a social and psychological release. I only object to violence when it serves no purpose. It has been my duty and privilege to observe thousands of types of rage, hostility, aggression and fear. Each of these can motivate violence. Frustration is an easy one to solve.”

	“Very smart, little sister.”

	“Thank you, I have studied.” She grinned and felt something tapping against her ankle. She scooped Harmony up and put her back on her shoulder, feeding her a piece of fruit. The little one was getting quicker.

	Rion and Looric would return and have dinner with them once they finished their ritualistic pummelling. Tether would be there as well with yet another invitation from Nittha.

	Winera and Hyl were invited, as were Wiali and Braenar. Her brothers weren’t too fond of the idea of a woman descended from a star and planet and a man who had hosted a planet in mind and body. Winera’s ability to remove oxygen from the room was far easier to deal with.

	It was a sign that they were committed to a relationship with her. If these were her friends, they would meet them and talk to them. It was the end of a long period without family, and with Harmony on her shoulder, she felt that her family was blooming out in directions she had never imagined.

	 


 

	 

	Author’s Note

	 

	 

	We are going to be back on Lowel in Thunderstruck. For now, I am delighted that I got some baby Yaluthu running around.

	I am just wondering what effect the pregnancy will have on Iara’s ability to broadcast calm.

	We will find out next time.

	 

	Thanks for reading,

	 

	Viola Grace

	 

	viola@violagrace.com

	www.violagrace.com

	 

	**PS. I now have a line of trading cards available with the book covers on them from my website. I am working toward getting all the cover art in a portable format but it will take time.
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