
        
            
                
            
        

    Dev leaves her own world knowing that her future lies elsewhere. She joins the Citadel where her strength can be useful, but is useful enough?
 
 
Dev’s talent makes her unwanted on her own world, so she chooses to join the Citadel in an effort to find another where acceptance will be offered.
Helsin is the physician who tests her talent and when he confirms her strength, he offers her a position in the Lowel Citadel, a base that is still in the planning stages.
Dev becomes the first employee of Lowel Citadel, based in the Udell base and trained by the Sector Guard. With a resume like that, it is no wonder that on her first assignment she is told that she has a talent for crisis management. Her living arrangements are crisis enough.
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Chapter One
 
 
Devani Jarix was hard at work when a voice behind her jolted her out of her zone of numbers and data.
“Dev, aren’t you going to be late?”
Dev looked up and saw Tish loitering in the entrance to her cubicle. Blinking, Dev looked at the clock. “Oh hell. Thanks, Tish.”
She got up, grabbed her jacket and smiled. “Wish me luck?”
Tish snorted. “You don’t need it. You are a lock.”
“Let’s see what the Citadel recruiters think.” Dev walked past her and down row upon row of cubicles until she reached the lift.
She bit her lip and breathed through her nose as she entered the lift. “Oh, hello, Mr. Simithan.”
Her supervisor moved to the back of the lift when she entered and cowered against the corner. “Ms. Jarix. What are you doing here?”
“I took this afternoon off, remember? It’s the Citadel recruitment fair at the convention centre.”
“Oh, right. Good luck with that.”
Dev gave him a tight smile. “Thank you.”
She pressed the button for the lobby and waited as the lift stopped on the third floor to let him off. She nodded briefly and waited to reach the main floor to make her escape.
The security guards wished her luck, and Dev smiled and waved weakly. There was no choice really. She had to do something to get herself out of the spotlight here on Bahi. She had been in the news four times in the last two years, and it was becoming awkward to even go to work.
Dev hiked to the rail station and took the train into the city. The Citadel recruitment fair drew plenty of hopefuls to the convention centre, and she was one of the plodding masses.
Dev stood in line and fidgeted, keeping her mind blank. There were a few empaths in line with her, as well as one or two uncontrolled telepaths, and she really didn’t want anyone strolling through her mind randomly.
She shuffled forward with the others in minute increments until she was finally facing the registration officer.
“Hello, miss. May I have your name?” The woman’s skin was a soft pale pink and her baby blue eyes were soothing.
Dev cleared her throat. “Devani Jarix.”
“Devani, what do you believe your talent to be?” The woman’s fingers were poised over the icons on her data pad.
Dev looked around and relaxed when there was no one near the kiosk. “Um. I am bullet proof and I can lift large weights.”
The woman raised her brows. “How large?”
“Two tons is my current limit.” Dev shifted from foot to foot.
“Are you willing to prove your talent?”
Dev nodded. “Yes. There are also local news reports that should be easily accessible.”
“You have been in the news?”
“Not willingly, but yes. I seem to stumble into trouble.”
“Just a moment.” The woman’s fingers moved rapidly, and she raised her brows with an impressed expression on her features. “I see. You will be meeting with a recruiter immediately. Please take this locator and have a seat through those lavender doors.”
Dev took the palm-sized disk and walked past the other kiosks, smiling when she realized that she couldn’t hear anything as she passed. The kiosks were soundproofed.
She pushed open the lavender doors and walked into the waiting room with the small disk in her hand.
There were some chairs set along one wall but no one else in the room. Dev took her seat and waited. A door on the other side of the room opened, causing Dev to raise her head.
It was male, tall andwearing an armoured body suit in black and gold. “Devani Jarix?”
“Yes.” She got to her feet and noted the width of his shoulders. Two of her could stand side by side and might just be the same width.
He smiled and his scarlet skin darkened against the white of his teeth. “I am Helsin, please come with me.”
He gestured for her to walk with him, and she paced at his side as they entered the door he had come through. He spoke again. “While ostensibly this is a recruitment drive for the Citadel, we are looking for those who can work in concert with Udell base. The nearest moon has a new Citadel outpost and having additional members available to help in a pinch is always useful.”
She nodded as if his words made sense to her. They didn’t.
He chuckled. “Don’t worry. I am taking you for some medical testing to determine the extent of your talent. Most of those applying today are weak talents, at best. To find someone who has your skills is remarkable.”
She spoke, “Don’t be too impressed. The press put it all out of proportion.”
He smiled and his bright yellow eyes sparkled. “And yet you mentioned being impervious to projectile weapons in your initial statement. That shows some pride.”
“It shows desperation. I have no social life here, my friends keep their distance, the requests for interviews are constant and I have no inclination to live my life as a law giver when it has to be a life alone.”
“Why must it be alone?”
“No male of my acquaintance was comfortable with me after I moved the bus to free the passengers. I am regarded as a freak in my daily life, and I am tired of the stares and whispers.”
He paused, “So what is it that you seek at the Citadel?”
“I seek to be with exceptional beings who know what it means to be alone in a room full of their own kind. That’s all. Just the company of equals instead of being looked down on.”
Helsin smiled. “That we can do, ah, here we are.”
He opened a door, and she stepped into a large space that held a number of medical stations. The one he led her to held a large standing press that was designed to have a living being inside it.
“May I take baseline readings?”
She blinked. “You are a medical tech?”
“No, I am base physician for the Sector Guard Base Udell.” He smiled and flipped the navy blue braid of hair over one shoulder.
Dev hopped up on the scanning table and followed his small touches to place her limbs in the proper position.
“Excellent. Hold still please.” He started the scanner and a beam of light caressed her, coasting from her head to her toes.
She waited until he shut off the scan and asked, “It can read through my clothing?”
Helsin smiled. “This scanner was designed by Fixer and assembled by Tech. It can probably read through time if I find the proper setting.”
Dev chuckled and accepted his help in sitting up.
“Are you willing to test your strength?”
She blinked. “Oh, yes. Of course.”
She removed her shoes and walked to the press, allowing him to set the weight on her shoulders.
“Does removing your shoes help your talent?” He asked the question as the weight increased pressure.
“No, but it keeps them from being crushed under the pressure. Each time I used my talent in public, my outfit was ruined, and I need those shoes to get home tonight.”
He chuckled and the weight continued to press on her.
She felt the pressure, but it didn’t buckle her. Her limbs hummed as her talent surged to the fore, and she stood straighter than she had when the test began.
“Remarkable. You are generating a cellular compression field. Your body will not be crushed and if you tried, I imagine that you could lift the weight from your shoulders.”
She blinked. “Would you like me to?”
“Please, if you can without injur…whoa.”
Dev lifted the pressure plate straight up and stepped aside, lowering it to the ground. “Anything else?”
Helsin quickly moved to shut off the machine. “Um, no. That is quite enough. May I do a puncture test?”
She blinked. “Do you mean a needle?”
He fidgeted. “I have never asked a woman this before, but may I stab you?”
Dev laughed and she nodded. With a swift move, he brought his arm down, and whatever object he had in his hand shattered on impact with her skin. Unfortunately for Dev, it also cut a hole in her blouse.
“Well, that settles that. I was going to ask for a blood test, but it seems unlikely.”
Devani looked at him. “Move slowly. My skin only becomes impenetrable at higher speeds.”
Helsin nodded. He rolled up her sleeve and sterilized the crook of her elbow. As he slipped in the needle, he glanced up at her, his yellow eyes attentive to any signs of distress.
“It’s fine, Helsin. Or should I call you doctor?”
“Helsin is fine. May I take a skin sample?”
“Of course. I am in this for keeps. Take what you need.”
He closed his eyes for a moment, as if her words sparked something in him. “I will take what is necessary, but I can tell you that your body is exceptional, and you are accepted into the Citadel at Lowel.”
She blinked. “That easily?”
“Your body just supported more weight than fifteen average men could carry. That type of strength is welcome in service to the Alliance.” He paused. “Do you have any objections to military missions?”
“Um. I had not thought about it, but I suppose that that would be where I was most suited to be. Certainly. Military missions would be fine.”
His grin showed her teeth that were as sharp as they were white. “That is most excellent, most excellent indeed.”
 


 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
Devani cleared out her desk at work and packed her small apartment all in the same day. It was a little disappointing that human resources had taken a deep sigh of relief when she announced her immediate resignation. Tish hauled her out for drinks on the first day, but two days after she had gone to the convention centre, she was on her way off Bahi for the first and last time.
The Sector Guard shuttle was sleek and fast. It cut through the atmosphere effortlessly.
“Why are there no other Bahi candidates on this shuttle?” Dev was seated next to Helsin.
He grinned, “The five other candidates were sent to other Citadels. Udell is a battle base, and we need those who can fight and survive. You will learn how to manage your strength in combat situations, learn to fight hand to hand and use as many weapons familiar to the Alliance as possible.”
“Udell? I thought I was going to the Citadel at Lowel.”
He scratched his chin, “Well, it isn’t built quite yet. It is still in the construction phases. All the Lowel Citadel, members are being given quarters at Udell for the time being.”
She grew suspicious. “How many members are there?”
He gave her an innocent look, “So far, there is one.”
She clapped her hand to her face. “So you lied.”
“I did not lie. You are the first member of the Lowel Citadel. You will be trained at Udell, but it comes under the heading of financial matters. You can be a member of the Citadel and we can pay the Citadel for your services as a sub-contractor.”
“So, I am a member of the Citadel who will do their training at Udell base while waiting for the Lowel Citadel to not only be constructed but populated.” Devani sighed. “That is indeed something thought up by an accountant.”
“You sound familiar with it.”
She chuckled “Of course I am. I am an accountant.”
Helsin grinned. “Excellent. You may have to trot out your expertise at a later time.”
Dev smiled. “I look forward to it. Data is my happy place. I enjoy working through numbers and running calculations. It is meditative.”
He shuddered. “For you perhaps. I prefer the living body to the land of numbers and calculations.”
“How many races are represented at Udell base?” Dev bit her lip when he looked at her curiously.
“Over ninety at this time.”
“You are familiar with them all?”
“Relatively. Their files have baselines for their species, and we make allowances for any psychic or physical talent. I can’t have complete knowledge of each species, but I do a fair job.” He cleared his throat. “The Bahi are a fascinating species.”
Dev rubbed the back of her neck. “Yes. They are.”
“I noticed on your scan that you had an abdominal navel.”
Dev winced. “I am a Brought child rather than a Decanted one. Yes. My mother had an inactive suppressing shot while she was interviewing for the position of genetic donor.”
“So, instead of being gestated in a tank you were…”
“Gestated by Neefa Jarix, but she handed me off to the crèche the moment I was born.” Devani shrugged.
“It is fascinating to find a race that does not use their bodies for reproduction but still have a controlled genetic donation from the existing population.”
Dev shrugged. “If you say so, it is simply the way the Bahi are.”
“You didn’t donate for an offspring?”
She shook her head, swallowing a lump in her throat. “No, by the time I turned my mind to it, I had already had my first public display and I could not find a male who wanted to blend his genes with mine. It was the ultimate in rejection.”
“You would have used the gestation chambers?” Helsin seemed surprised.
“There would have been no choice. I am beginning to suspect that my body is armoured against invasion. There is no sign to indicate that it will not extend to my reproductive system. My egg would be withdrawn and placed in the gestation chamber. It would be that simple.”
Helsin shook his head. “As a doctor, I can tell you that it is never that simple. Some species have stronger maternal instincts than others, but they all want their young with them so that they can love and instruct them. It does go awry in some, but most engage in this activity easily.”
“Not on Bahi. When society buckled and dissolved, the government sponsored the tech to begin again. Women were given two chances at children and a bonus if they accepted sterilization afterward. The men were treated the same. Two children could be fathered and then their reproductive options were halted. The Bahi fought it for a few years, but when the government added bonuses to women who handed their children over for mass education, it took less than three generations to shift ninety-nine percent of the population into the gestation chambers as the only means of reproduction.”
“What of the one percent?”
“They bring their children in for registration and are given the option for entering them in the crèche or not. My mother brought me in and handed me over then submitted to sterilization and surgical repair.”
Dev was uncomfortable, as she always was when her birth circumstances came up.
“I see. So you don’t claim family on Bahi.”
“No, Dr. Helsin, I do not.” Her voice was firm. “What species are you, by the way?”
“Wadaren. It is an offshoot of the Wyoran species. My colouration was an indication of my differences. I had a talent not common among my people.”
She shifted to watch him as there was a tug on space around them. “What is your talent?”
“Diagnostics. I can’t heal with a touch as others can, but I can determine what is wrong with a body simply by touching and concentrating. I don’t do it often unless there is no other option, but it is what sets me apart from my people.” His smile was kind. “Don’t worry about what has been or how you got here, move forward with all your might.”
She tilted her head and smiled ruefully. “That is a lot of might.”
He chuckled. “I know, but I also know that you were strong enough to not let the public embarrassment destroy you. You kept your job, maintained what little social life you could and refused to use your talent for personal gain. Those are qualities to be admired, and I do admire them.”
Another ripple went through the ship. “What is that?”
“It is a jump. Don’t you feel it?”
“It feels like a small shiver in the engines. What is it exactly?”
“A transmission between two places. The ship sends a signal through beacons on this side and beacons at the destination send an all clear. For a moment, we are in both places at the same time, and then, we are in our new location. It is a system based on Admaryn technology as far as I know.”
She nodded. “I need to begin learning about this sort of thing. On Bahi, only those who worked the spaceport had any knowledge of aliens.”
Helsin chuckled. “I always love being called alien. Well, let me get a data pad and walk you through some of the races you will meet when you land. The Guardsmen are varied and the troops as well. You will need to learn them all.”
He got to his feet and retrieved a flat tablet and set it between them. He opened file after file and began to instruct her. “This is Nich-Udell. He is the Avatar for the planet Udell.”
“The planet is alive?”
“Yes, there are many planets that place a portion of their consciousness in a living host for ease of communication. Nich was a volunteer, and Udell has been riding around in him for quite a while. They are married to Stellar Storm.”
A woman’s face flickered onto the screen. Her smile was brilliant and her eyes held a wicked glint.
“They are married to one person?”
“It is becoming common among the Avatars to take mates. Stellar Storm is her call sign, she has another name but that is for the base only. Udell is home and that is where the Guard are themselves. Away from the base, they answer to call signs only.”
“Understood, so she is the mate of the Avatar?”
“No. She is mate to Avatar and world. They have a shared consciousness and they enjoy the companion they have chosen. She is the carrier of a flick of energy from a dying star. It was just beginning to think and Sholu went supernova. The resulting storm of power and thought found the Terran and made its home within her.”
“So, stars can think as well? And talk?” Dev knew her eyes were wide.
Helsin nodded and flicked to a silver figure. “This is Guardian.”
Dev listened to the description of the commanding officer and his wife, Pax. Four different people and what appeared to be four different species, though Helsin claimed Pax and Stellar Storm were the same species.
It was fascinating, and she absorbed as much as she could. There would not be time to learn what she needed to when she was confronted by her first alien world. A small smile began deep inside when she realized that they all lived and belonged there. She was the alien, and she was going to have to blunder along.
 


 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
Udell felt peculiar beneath her feet, the hard metal plates of the base thumped against her boots when she walked. Guardian met them when they reached medical.
“Welcome to Sector Guard Base Udell. I am Guardian, but here on the surface you may call me Martuas.” He inclined his head and smiled.
“Thank you. My name is Devani Jarix. Pleased to meet you.” She responded to the inclination of his head with one of her own.
Helsin cleared his throat. “Martuas, I have to get Devani through her initial checks and scans. It should only take a few minutes. Would you like to meet with her in your office when I am done?”
“Yes, thank you, Helsin.”
Dev walked into the medical centre as Helsin guided her with a hand to her back. “He seems nice.”
Helsin chuckled. “He is. His wife, Tricia, is charming as well. He doesn’t come into physical contact with new females anymore. It irritates her senses.”
“Oh. I see.”
“Most of the Guards here are partnered and mated. It is tricky to find someone who accepts your talents as part of the whole.” He smiled and sighed.
The machines in the medical bay of Udell made the high tech press on Bahi look like sticks and stones.
“We are going to do strike baselines.”
“We?” She raised her brows.
He chuckled. “You. You are going to do strike baselines. We didn’t have the right equipment on hand on Bahi, but here, we are prepared for anything.”
She looked around at the displays, the metal and comfortable medical beds. “So, where do I stand?”
Helsin uploaded his data pad and looked up. “Oh, you will be wearing a bodysuit similar to the one Guardian was wearing. It is in that cabinet on the right.”
He puttered around and his assistant came toward him with a bright smile in her direction before focussing on the doctor.
Dev opened the cabinet and looked for something that resembled a suit. There was a pod sitting on some files. Dev pulled it out to examine it and jumped when it started to move.
“What the hell?” She tried to shake it off, but it was firmly attached to her.
Helsin looked up. “Don’t worry. It is Masuo. Well, Udell Masuo. It is a biological organism that lives happily in harmony with others. It becomes attuned to your mood and emotions as well as physical stresses. It goes from clothing to armour in a fraction of a second.”
Dev was only partially listening to him. The substance was moving down her body, under her clothing and across intimate regions without any hesitation.
Her shirt was plain, grey and had simple fasteners down the front. Dev opened her shirt slowly and blinked at the crimson panel that ran down her body, the gold sides gave it a classy look and the boning inherent in the suit offered structure. It was really quite pretty.
“Where does it get the pattern from?”
“Kahlia does the design work. The benefit of Masuo is that once it is trained, it can shift into anything. According to the ladies here, it saves a lot on clothing costs.”
She frowned and continued to strip with the Masuo now covering all of her. The moment she removed her trousers, boots formed on her feet and their detailing climbed upward. The collar moved up until it ringed her neck with a keyhole opening toward her cleavage.
She folded her clothes and put them in a neat pile on the edge of one of the medical beds. “So, what do I need to hit?”
Helsin blinked when she stood in front of him. “That suit looks…lovely.”
“I don’t think it is completely done yet, but it feels comfortable and gives full coverage.”
He shook his head, the navy braid flipping down his back. “Right. Well. Here is the strike plate. Make a fist and hit it as hard as you can.”
Dev stood in front of the plate, made fists and grinned as the Masuo formed a protective glove over her hand. She pulled her hand back and punched the plate.
“Harder, Devani. You know you can.”
Helsin’s voice was encouraging so Dev hit harder. She struck the plate over and over, pushing herself to bring more and more force into the equation.
“Come on, one more. You can do it!”
Dev pulled her right arm back and slammed it forward with all her strength. The plate shuddered, buckled and shattered under the force.
Panting, she stood and looked over at Helsin, then heard the applause. Turning, she noted several men in uniforms smiling at her and clapping with approval.
Helsin frowned and cleared his throat, the crowd left medical.
“How was that, Helsin?”
He was holding his data pad and staring at the spot where the plate had been. “That…was good. Very good. I think you will be working out with the virtual instructor that Tech has built, at least until you get yourself completely under control.”
She blinked. “I am in control.”
“Not during a fight. You need to be in control of your strength and yourself in the heat of battle. If an innocent comes between you and danger, you need to be able to stop.” His tone was absolute.
“But you kept egging me on.” She frowned.
“Yes, we are trying to see what your limits are. The training in control is not a punishment, it is part of your new life with your talent out in the open. It is not time to hide what you are, it is time to celebrate it, but that means that people will be looking and watching, with that, comes a need for control.”
Dev exhaled in a gust. “I understand. What next?”
“Now we go for standard baselines and see if you match what we have come to expect from the Bahi.”
“How many of my species are here?”
“Five. They are in the standard troops of the Udell base—empaths that can sense hostilities before anyone can see them.”
Dev stepped on the scanner plate and put her hands on the marked circles. This scan came and went in layers, working its way into her with pass after pass. She could see the results on the scans as it recorded every detail of her tissue, musculature and bone structure.
She felt warm when Helsin nodded and released her from the scanner. “That was interesting.”
“It was supposed to test your pain responses, but you don’t have any.”
She blinked. “I don’t?”
“No. You register the contact, but you don’t feel proper pain at this range.”
“I feel pain when I prick myself with a needle.” She frowned.
“Yes, but you are striking yourself. It does make a difference. You see the contact coming and accept the pain. It is different when you are suddenly hit. The scanner used a sonic pulse to try and stimulate your nerve endings. What did you feel?”
“Warm. I felt warmth. Oh, hey, will the Masuo get holes in it?” The thought of projectiles had her remembering the impact of bullets and the ruined clothing they caused.
“The Masuo will repair itself. Well, we have the baseline we need. Come with me. Guardian is waiting.”
Dev tried to get used to the form-fitting aspect of the bodysuit. She worried about the thickness of the torso in particular and she no sooner thought about it than the suit thickened. It really was responsive.
She stroked her hand down her rib cage and whispered, “I will call you Efna.”
Helsin looked at her. “What did you say?”
“Well, I have never had a pet before, and I always wanted something that could come with me wherever I went, so I am naming my suit.”
He shrugged. “Remind me to get you an appointment with Counsel for an adaptive assessment.”
Devani snorted, but by the time she had formulated a comeback, they were entering Guardian’s office.
 


 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
“So, Devani, has Helsin explained your peculiar situation?” Guardian smiled.
She was sitting at the chair in front of his desk and Helsin was behind her. “He has. I am currently the sole employee of a Citadel that has not yet been built, so I will reside on Udell until it is.”
Guardian chuckled. “Succinct and to the point. So, Helsin, what is her strength rating?”
Helsin’s voice was businesslike. “She is a twenty-nine out of thirty.”
The base commander winced. “That is impressive and frightening. What do you recommend for training?”
“That new solid hologram trainer that Tech put together. It hasn’t seen a proper workout…yet.”
Guardian smiled. “She is here this week, so it is the perfect time to test her project. I think hanger three will be the proper space for it, just so that no one gets in the way and we can restrict the watchers with a security lock.”
“Can you order the setup?”
Guardian nodded. “Of course.”
Dev sat quietly, used to upper management talking over her head. When Guardian turned his gaze back to her, she smiled politely.
“Devani, your training will begin tomorrow when the equipment is in place. Once you are trained to our satisfaction, you will be assigned to missions and travel with the Guard or our troops.”
She nodded and her stomach rumbled.
A pale woman with colourless hair and vivid green eyes cruised into the room. “Martuas, I think she is hungry. Hello, Devani. I am—”
“Tricia. Martuas’s mate. A Terran-born throwback of the Nhavil.”
Dev wanted to bite her lips but something about this woman made her hyper.
“Guard name is Pax.”
Martuas looked to Helsin. “What is your reading?”
“Pax is giving off some of her sedative, and it is causing Dev to run hyper.” Helsin made a soft whistle. “Tricia, calm it down.”
Tricia smiled and inclined her head. “Please excuse me. I normally come in to try and keep the newcomers calm, but it seems that that is not the way to go with you.”
Dev’s hands were shaking, and she wanted to run straight through the walls. “I don’t think so. No. Calm is not what I am feeling.”
Tricia straightened. “Martuas, I think I should take her and give her a tour. Walking it off is the best bet. We will start with dinner, and I will show Devani her quarters afterward.”
“That sounds like a good start. Are we done here?” Dev got to her feet.
Martuas was amused. “Yes. Report to hangar three tomorrow morning at dawn and prepare for a workout.”
Tricia gestured for Devani to precede her, and with a small nod to Helsin, Dev was out the door.
She waited for Tricia in the hall and the woman did not keep her waiting long. “So, are you happy to be with the Citadel?”
Dev blinked. “I don’t know. I haven’t actually done anything yet.”
Tricia chuckled. “I know, but it is one of those small-talk questions that folks will ask. I thought you should get used to it.”
The smell of food made Dev’s stomach flip again. “Where is the cafeteria? Oh, hell, what do I pay with?”
Tricia smiled. “That one is easy. The Citadel pays for your food. When you start going on missions, you will receive a wage from the Sector Guard. We will pay for your training and the Citadel will reimburse us. So, you don’t need to worry about funds. If you go off base and want to shop, you can attach a credit slip into a pocket of your Masuo. Most of the female Guards put it in their cleavage.”
Devani laughed. “It is a good place to store things that don’t melt.”
They giggled, and in that moment, Dev knew she might just have a friend if time permitted.
 
The moment she was seated, their table went from empty to full. Tricia introduced the other women at the table with a grin. Kahlia, Andra, Ilsa and Jenya sat at the table and introduced themselves.
Ilsa smiled. “I hear you will be taking my new toy for a test drive.”
Dev blushed and sipped at her water. “Yes. Apparently, I am too dangerous for regular training methods. I have to learn restraint or something.”
The other women laughed
Andra snorted. “There is something to be said for running amok, but a combat situation is where you want to have your wits about you and your body under your control.”
“Is it difficult to get a power under your control?” Dev forked up some of the strange pasta that Andra and Tricia were slurping down. It wasn’t bad. The round meat things were peculiar but the sauce had a nice tang.
Ilsa smiled. “It depends on your talent. I think out of us here, Tricia and Andra had the worst time of it. Tricia literally switched species during her activation, and Andra has to listen to a barely conscious star giggling in her mind. She has to wear the suit or she will irradiate the entire area.”
Andra slurped up some noodles with enthusiasm and nodded confirmation. “If Nich wasn’t immune to radioactivity, I would be doomed to a lonely life.”
Jenya was the quiet one, but she asked, “Were you involved with anyone?”
Dev put her fork down. “No. When my condition became public, I lost all chances at companionship.”
An awkward silence fell.
She smiled. “Well, I have to say, it has been nice to meet women who have powerful talents. I was beginning to think I was the only one in the world.”
Ilsa smiled, “You may have been the only one on that world, but now, you are not alone.” Ilsa reached out and squeezed her hand.
Dev chuckled. “I may be if I break your new toy, Ilsa.”
Ilsa snickered. “If you break it, I will make a new one. I will enjoy the challenge.”
Dev sat straight and gave a salute. “Hangar three at dawn. Oh, why isn’t Martuas worried about onlookers? I would think they could just look inside the hangar from the outside.”
Andra smiled, “You didn’t pay attention on the way down, did you? Udell base is a sealed environment. The wilds of Udell are filled with a gas that most folks find toxic.”
“You can survive it?”
“Sure, I don’t actually need to breathe, the storm takes care of it.” Andra grinned.
She was finally in the right place. Devani knew it at that moment. “I look forward to tomorrow, and I will endeavour to do my best.”
Ilsa straightened at her formality and inclined her head. “I will endeavour to provide you with a worthy opponent.”
The conversation continued during the tour of the facility and the women were expert at diverting the males who were coming in for an introduction.
Finally, Tricia showed Dev to her quarters and directed her on programming the bio-lock.
Dev didn’t bother looking around—she just scrubbed her face, unpinned her hair and dropped into the bed. Dawn would come soon enough.
 
The next morning, Devani woke to find that the Masuo had formed a cuff on one ankle. As she began moving around, it covered her in her suit. “You know, Efna, I am going to have to ask Kahlia how she programmed you. This design is very flattering.”
The suit hugged her briefly in response.
Chuckling, Dev worked out the technicalities of the plumbing and took a shower. She braided her hair in two long rows down her scalp and flipped them over her shoulders. “Ready for anything and prepared for nothing.”
Dev sighed and made her way to the cafeteria, eating a light breakfast and experimenting with some of the morning beverages. She spoke politely with the few staffers that were awake, and the moment that she had cleared her table, she headed for hangar three.
Ilsa was waiting with a scowling man, his hair in a myriad of braids, some tipped with metal cuffs, others beads.
“Devani, good morning. This is my mate, Kennan. He is assisting me today.”
Dev nodded. “Pleased to meet you, Kennan.”
“It is good to meet you, Devani.” His words were muttered as if he had rehearsed them.
She grinned. “Ilsa, where do you want me?”
Ilsa pointed. “That twenty-by-twenty outline is the combat area. My machine generates a sparring partner out of holograms and heavy particles. You should be able to hit it and not cause any damage, but from the data that Helsin sent, your initial practice needs to be on ceasing your attack arc before you completely shatter something. This should be perfect, and once you have mastered that control, I have a bot you can spar with.”
Kennan snorted, and Dev arched a brow.
Ilsa explained, “Kennan doesn’t believe that your strength is as intense as Helsin reported.”
Dev stretched and twisted a little. “Let’s find out.” Taking a deep breath, she walked onto the combat area and waited.
Ilsa was standing at one side and smiling proudly, her creation was doing what it was meant to do.
In front of Dev, a column rose and shaped into a faceless shape of an extremely large bipedal form.
It approached Dev and clumsily took a swing at her. She ducked and delivered a shattering blow to its ribs. The mass dissolved, moved back and reformed.
Ilsa spoke, “It will get faster as it learns your patterns.”
Dev nodded and waited, hunched forward.
Kennan muttered, “Oh, for the sake of the ship.”
The opponent moved faster, striking her and sending her back a few steps, but Dev reached out and punched clumsily with as much power as she could manage, and it dissipated again.
Kennan barked, “Come here.”
Dev stood straight and walked up to him. He moved around her, changing her stance with kicks to her feet and hands on her shoulders. “You want to meet your opponent head on. You don’t need to worry about impact, so go forward and keep going forward. Your body doesn’t suffer damage, so don’t hunch over. You don’t need to hide. Wade in like the warrior you are.”
He worked with her, perfecting her technique until he grudgingly admitted that she didn’t move like a drunken beast.
Ilsa smiled and puttered with her machine.
When Dev returned to the combat area, she stood tall and waited. The opponent came at her and delivered blows that rocked her slightly, but her new stance took the hits and left her upright. When it had delivered enough blows to make her comfortable with feeling the impact, she arched both fists up and into the abdomen, kissing the edge of the opponent with as much force as she could muster. He went up and dissipated on the way down.
Ilsa shrieked and clapped, Kennan gave a reluctant grin. Dev waited for the opponent to come again. Training was underway.
 


 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
“Nine days of intensive combat, three days of weapons training and two of needlepoint…”
Helsin looked up from his checklist with a frown. “Who taught you that?”
“Nich. He’s really quite good.” Dev chuckled. “I had to find something to do when everyone was deployed on assignment and since Nich-Udell is rather attached to this location, he was happy to babysit.”
Helsin looked tired. He had been dispatched with the others, and they had all returned looking like hammered hell. “Well, I would have to say that you are ready to be tested in a battle situation. How do you feel?”
Dev was sitting and kicking her legs idly as they dangled over the edge of the medical bed. “Good. Ready to do something somewhere else.”
“I think there is something coming up. Guardian will brief you, but you should be perfect for this assignment. Now, that said, do you mind being coloured purple?”
She was lost to giggles for a full minute before she realized he was serious. “Um, no. I am fine with purple.”
He laughed. “You are perfect for this if we change the skin tone. It can be done with sub-dermal implants. They will run their course in a few days, but until then, you will be a charming shade of lavender.”
“So, this will depend on Guardian?”
“Yes, he has gotten a request for a nanny for a Yagoth high prefect’s daughter while a treaty is in the works.”
“A nanny?”
“It isn’t a normal job. With the treaty in process, she needs to be protected from both her people and the Plenai. Come on.”
She hopped off the table and got into step with him as they walked to Guardian’s office. He placed his hand at the small of her back, and she welcomed the warmth. He was the only one who touched her, and it shut up the tiny voice in her that was always saying she would be alone.
Helsin would not have been an option back on Bahi, but the rules of life were different in the Guard, that much was certain. The Guard paired up, and even though Devani was meant for the Citadel right now, she was living by the Guard’s rules, so she was going to use them to her advantage.
She took a seat in Guardian’s office and smiled at the base commander.
He gave her a narrow-eyed look. “You seem to be adapting well.”
“I try.”
“Have you contacted Counsel?”
“Yes, I have had two sessions with her. She says I am doing well, though my interpersonal life still sucks.”
Guardian checked his notes. “Yes, those do seem to be her exact words in her description of your emotional state.”
Dev chuckled. “We were very frank. It saved time.”
The first time the psychic counselling session had occurred, Dev had been eating and her food was cold by the time they finished. The second time, Dev was in the hallway and had to spend her session with people passing by.
“Counsel pronounces you stable and mentally ready for action. Speaking of which, I have an assignment.”
“I am listening.”
“What do you think about the colour lavender?”
She smiled. “I think it will go well with my outfit.”
Guardian blinked at the enthusiasm. “Well then. There is a sensitive situation on Yagoth. The high prefect is under threat from both sides as he prepares to sign a treaty. His daughter is in danger, and he has requested our help.”
“So, I am to guard her?”
“That is your ultimate goal, but you are to act as her nanny and tutor since both of those have already been killed by assassins.”
Dev blinked. “Is there information on her studies that I can access?”
Guardian smirked. His black eyes sparkled in amusement. “Yes, we have documents for you. You will be able to study on your way. So, you are up for this?”
Devani shrugged. “How long will I be there?”
“The vote will be finalized within ten days. If you can get her through it, her father is set to retire and he will leave Yagoth with her.”
“So, his signature will be binding?”
“It will. As high prefect, everything he officiates is bound for ten decades. The Yagoth instituted this system to slow down the assassination of their high prefects. It works, but Yagoth is going to arm themselves against their enemies whether the population wants them to or not.”
Dev frowned. “What?”
“The Yagoth are pacifists, but those who manipulate their system are satisfied with their constant influx of conquerors. The assassins that have been sighted are all off-worlders and Plenai. The Plenai have been raiding the Yagoth for centuries, and finally, the high prefect is putting a stop to it. They are hiring an army to not only guard them but to train young Yagoth who wish to defend their home. It is a world of farms and farmers, but they can’t continue to lose the fruits of their labours.”
Dev took the data pad that he handed her and started to scroll through the file. “When do I leave?”
“There is a shuttle standing by right now. Helsin will put the colour change implants under your skin and you will be off to your first assignment.” Guardian inclined his head. “I will see you when you get back.”
Dev looked up at Helsin. “That’s it?”
He smiled wearily. “That’s it. Come along. You have a pilot waiting for you.”
Devani looked around as they returned to medical. “I was sure I was ready for this, but now, I am wavering.”
He chuckled. “Don’t worry. You won’t be alone for long. I have two days of paperwork and medical checks from this last assignment, but I will come to Yagoth after that to check on you.”
She blinked and watched him prepare a hypo. “You will?”
He looked at her, “Of course. The Sector Guard does not throw you in and cut you loose. You are a valued member of our base. I intend to keep you safe.”
He slowly pressed the hypo against her arm. The Masuo moved out of the way, exposing her skin. “I had to turn the speed of the hypo down to compensate, so this might be something that registers on your senses.”
Helsin pulled the trigger, and the hiss was low and slow. Dev winced as the object pushed itself under the skin of her arm. It did not hurt, but it was uncomfortable.
He repeated the procedure on each of her legs and her other arm. “Just a moment and I will activate the implants.”
Devani sat up and flexed her arms. The peculiar feelings of the implants were fading.
“Did you want to watch your transformation? The implants will make you look like a small Yagoth.”
She nodded, so he followed her to the mirrored panel, and as she stared at herself, he keyed something in on his pad. “You should see the change…now.”
He was right—lavender was creeping up her neckline and spreading across her face and hands.
“Is my hair colour all right?”
“It is fine. The Yagoth have hair in shades of yellow and brown. The implants are on automatic and after ten days you will return to normal when your body breaks them down.”
She nodded. “Good. I think I am going to jump when I see my reflection for a few days.”
Helsin nodded and stepped toward her. “Devani, I know you are basically impervious to damage, but be careful.”
Dev turned and looked up into his face, and she went up on her toes to press a kiss to his lips. Her eyes widened in surprise when he wrapped his arms around her and deepened the kiss.
Her senses were overwhelmed, and she pressed against him until he pulled away.
Helsin’s teeth had sharpened, his ears were more pointed and a dark frenzy was in his eyes. “We will discuss this again when I join you on Yagoth.”
She pressed her fingers to her lips and nodded. “Sounds like a plan to me.”
Dev gathered her data pad and walked down the hall to the shuttle umbilicus. Her lips were tingling and her body hummed happily. She had felt a connection to Helsin when she met him and had met several dozen males in the meantime, but he had formed the criteria by which she measured all of the men she met.
As she settled in the shuttle and lifted the data pad, she idly caressed her lips with her thumb.
“Agent Jarix, are you ready?”
Jarred out of her memory, she smiled weakly at her pilot. It was one of the Azon troop members. “Yes, thank you. I am ready.”
He nodded, filed for clearance and under his expert piloting, they lifted off and moved toward the first jump point.
Dev looked through the data she had been given and smiled at the image of her charge. Leothanak Rasco was the young woman she would tutor, and as the vote grew closer, she would watch her every moment.
As a first assignment, it might even be pleasant if no one died.
 
 


 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
There was a representative of the High Prefect Rasco’s household waiting for her at the shuttle port. He was nine feet tall and looked highly disgusted with his assignment.
“Agent Jarix?”
“Yes.”
He looked her up and down, disapproval in his eyes. “Your clothing is inappropriate.”
“Ah hell. Sorry.” She concentrated and the Masuo reshaped into a drab grey bodysuit with a long belted tabard that hung to her ankles. “Is that better?”
He blinked. “Yes. Much more appropriate. I am Yalio Regas, manager of High Prefect Rasco’s household. Please come with me.”
They stepped onto a conveyance that her research identified as a skimmer. With her hands on the rail, she watched the world of giants fly past.
They moved through the city, and Yalio parked them in the enclosed park near the house of the high prefect.
Dev watched the guards that had weapons trained on her lower their arms. The guards were all from off Yagoth. None of them were lavender and none over seven feet tall.
They all seemed calm and competent as they resumed their normal guard duties.
Dev followed Yalio into the home of the high prefect and submitted to a weapon’s scan.
When she came up clear, the guard running the scanner asked, “How do you intend to protect our girl if you don’t have a weapon?”
Dev cleared her throat. “I will manage.”
The man scowled. “You had better. She has nine public appearances this week.”
A noise at the top of the stairs drew Dev’s attention, and she inclined her head politely as the high prefect came toward her with his daughter trailing in his wake.
“You are what Sector Guard Udell has sent to us?” The prefect was not impressed. He glared down at her from his height of nine feet and tried to intimidate her with his presence.
“I am the best option available. If I am with your daughter, nothing will pass through me to injure her.”
“You are so small.” The girl peeked out from behind her parent and also looked down at Devani.
“I am the proper size for my species, but I believe that the idea that Guardian had was to have you guarded by someone who would not stand out.”
Leothanak frowned. “I suppose you wouldn’t stand out.”
High Prefect Rasco asked, “May we test your effectiveness?”
Before Devani could answer, one of the nearby alien guards pulled his weapon and fired it. Dev moved to step between Leothanak and the blast with reflexes honed by Kennan and Ilsa.
Two sharp impacts landed mid-chest and the guard backed up rapidly when she moved toward him to disarm him.
“Enough! You are on the job. Daughter, show the woman where she will be sleeping.”
Leothanak frowned but gestured for Devani to follow her. As they climbed the stairs, the young woman said, “This is the high prefect’s mansion. The position my father holds is an elected post, and when he resigns, we will leave and go elsewhere.”
Dev spoke, “Will you miss it?”
Leothanak looked at her. “Of course I will. Don’t be stupid.”
Devani smiled. Leothanak was a typical teenager even if she was close to seven feet tall.
“Why are you smiling?”
“You verbally tried to put me in my place. It was cute. Feel free to try again.” Devani chuckled.
They reached the room that was to be Devani’s and her charge opened the door. “This is where you will sleep. My room is down the hall.”
Dev shook her head. “I am afraid that will not do. I will sleep on a cot in your room. You may be comforted in knowing that it will only be for a week or so.”
Leothanak scowled. “What? I am not sharing my room with you.”
“I am not offering you a choice. Either allow me in or submit to a monitoring device to be planted in your room and the receiver will be with me.”
The girl glared down at her. “I am not going to submit to interference in my privacy.”
“You will until this is over. When it is done, I will be on my way and you will finish growing up. How old are you anyway?”
Dev knew the answer, but she was trying to get the girl to participate in the conversation.
“I am almost an adult.”
Dev shook her head. “Not for another decade. Nice try though.”
Leothanak stomped down the hall and slipped into her room locking the door quickly.
Dev made a fist and punched through the door, unlocking it by removing the lock and handle with one strike. The moment that Dev opened the door, she noted that the young girl trying to crawl out the window.
Sighing, she walked to her charge, grabbed the back of her dress and tugged her back inside. “Now, we are going to go over what is and is not acceptable. Crawling out of windows is not acceptable. Locking me out is not acceptable, nor will it work.”
The girl looked over at the door with the fist-sized hole in it. “You…you…”
“I am a little stronger than I look. Now, what is your current field of study?”
“The history of the Alliance.” Leothanak looked at the window, then Dev and finally to her console.
“Perhaps you should work on your assignments seeing as how you will soon be in the very place you are studying.” Dev watched as the girl walked to the console and sat down, bringing up her assignments.
Yagoth matured slowly, she wouldn’t reach full height or maturity for a decade, but age-wise, she was more than ready for most species. “Were you meeting a boy?”
“No. I was going to meet friends in the local shopping centre.”
“Do you still want to go?”
Leothanak blinked, “You would let me go?”
“I would come with you. Now, do one hour of study, and if you make progress, I will accompany you to the shopping centre.”
Leo frowned. “I don’t need to go. It was just a test for you.”
“I am not here to stop you from living your life. I am here to stand between you and danger, Leo.” Dev spoke softly, and it made more of an impression than if she had shouted.
“Only my friends call me Leo.”
“I will not call you Miss, I need to use something you will answer to. You seem like a Leo. You can call me Dev if you like, or Agent Jarix if you don’t.”
“Dev? What is it short for?”
“Devani.” She smiled as Leo visibly relaxed.
“That is a nice name. Did your mother name you or your father?”
“Neither. My folk are raised by the state. I have never met either of my parents.”
Leo sat in shock. “You are a clone?”
Dev chuckled. “No. I was born of my mother, but she gave me up at birth. If you look into the social structure of the races of the Alliance, you will see many different ways of raising children. Some let the children come to education on their own, other species begin education the moment that the eyes are open. It is an interesting topic for research.”
“I don’t understand. Why would she give you up?”
“My people are raised by the crèche system. Not one of us has been instructed in what makes a good parent beyond choosing the proper match for our own genes. It is the only decision we make.”
“May I look up your world?” Leo asked it carefully.
“Of course. Bahi in the third sector.”
Dev went to the in house com and spoke to Yalio. “Miss Rasco requires a new door to her room or some intermittent repairs for the existing one.”
“What happened?”
“I made a point, and it was rather destructive.”
“I can’t get a repair team here tonight. She will have to use one of the other rooms.”
“Please give me a list of the rooms that are empty, and I will select one.”
A small grid flashed on the screen. Dev looked and nodded. “Thank you. Please have a repair crew here tomorrow.”
“Yes, Agent Jarix.”
She disconnected the call. Leo was staring at the screen as she flicked through data on Bahi reproduction. “Is it interesting?”
“It is bizarre, no offense.”
“None taken. To a proper daughter of Bahi, the idea of carrying a child to term is repugnant. My mother was too far along to have me transferred when she realized I was on the way. She suffered through a pregnancy, and I am sure she tried to put it out of her mind the moment I was handed to the crèche.”
Dev sat nearby while Leo examined Bahi via the console. She zoned out and came too when Leo asked, “Dev, is this you?”
Ah, the infamous news reports. All four were arranged and stacked, as well as the notice of her being recruited by the Citadel. “Yes, that’s me.”
“You moved a mass transport?”
“Apparently.”
“And stopped projectile weapons with your body?”
“That was the end effect, it ruined my blouse though.”
“And you lifted this vehicle and threw it at those who were robbing the financial centre?”
“Yeah, two survived.” She shrugged.
“So, you did all of that while you were a normal person with no training?” Leo turned to look at her with questions in her eyes.
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because it needed to be done. Not the bullet catching, that was an accident on my part. I merely stood up when the robbers entered, and they trained their guns on me.”
“But the other stuff?”
Dev leaned forward and rested her elbows on her knees. “Sometimes you are in the right place at the right time to help those in need. You have a choice to either walk away or to stand and accept that you may or may not make it out alive. I could not have lived with myself if I walked away from those who needed it. If the thieves had been successful in taking hostages before I could stop them, I would have carried that all my life. As it is, I lost my friends but I kept my self-respect. I can always gain more friends, friends who treasure me for my character, but I can’t regain self-respect once it is lost.”
Leo sat and twisted her hands together. “What if you have already lost it and want to get it back?”
There was suddenly something brittle in Leo’s expression.
Dev spoke carefully. “You take the steps that you can to undo what you have done and try and make better decisions in the future. You can’t undo the past, but you can reshape your future.”
Leo leaned forward. “Will you help me?”
Dev extended her hand, palm up. “I will do what I can. Now, tell me what happened.”
 
 


 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
A noise in the middle of the night woke Dev from her place on the small pallet in the nanny’s room. She looked through the window and saw the blaze of fire approaching the house.
The drills with Kennan kicked in. She grabbed Leo out of bed, pulled her to the ground and yanked the mattress over them both.
“What is it?” Leo was wide awake and trembling next to Dev.
The impact struck the house with a huge shudder that cracked bits of the ceiling into dropping on the mattress. “Missile. It struck your bedroom.”
When the small impacts on her back ceased, Dev got up, flipping the mattress to the side, and she got Leo up as well. Leo grabbed her robe and slipped on shoes while Dev’s nightclothes transformed into her nanny uniform.
“That is a handy thing.” Leo’s voice trembled as she tried to maintain her calm.
“Yes, it is.” She thickened the Masuo into armour and went to the door, pressing her palm to the strike plate. It was warm but not hot, so she opened it and watched a dozen men with fire suppressants converging on Leo’s room.
High Prefect Rasco was waiting and his expression was agonized.
Dev whispered to Leo, “Go to your father.”
Leo did not need to be told twice. She ran forward and her father hugged her, relieved beyond words that his daughter was safe. After a few minutes, he looked up with tears tracking down his cheeks. “How is it that she survived?”
Dev inclined her head. “I broke the lock on her room, so it was necessary to be somewhere else for the night. She was nowhere near the strike zone.”
Leo explained waking under the mattress, and Rasco smiled slightly while wiping his cheek. “It seems you are good in a crisis.”
“I have nothing else to live for, sir.”
Leo looked out of her father’s embrace and swallowed. “Now?”
“He is glad you are alive, Leo. Now is best before he changes his mind.”
“Father, I need to speak to you in private, but Dev has to be there.”
The high prefect raised his brows but walked with his daughter to his study. Devani walked behind them, quiet and as unobtrusive as she could be. She slipped into the room and closed the door, standing in the shadows while Leo explained matters to her father.
Dev didn’t say a word as Leo confessed to giving information to the Yagoth resistance. Her mother’s sister, Heesha, convinced her that it was best for Yagoth to remain as it was, the perpetual victim of the Plenai. She had read points of the treaty as her father drafted it and passed that information to her aunt.
“It is my fault that Miss Nekkik and Mr. Haldorf are dead. If I hadn’t given them notice, they would never have been able to hire the assassins that got my guardians instead.” Leo sat quietly while tears rolled down her cheeks.
Rasco didn’t speak, but he reached out and took his daughter’s hand. “Why have you told me this?”
She sniffled. “Because I cannot change the past but I can try making a better future and to make me worthy of the lives lost in my service.”
Rasco looked to the shadows where Dev was standing. “That is a very mature attitude.”
“It is something I should have thought of before I made the mistake of trusting Aunt Heesha.” Leo swallowed and waited.
“Your aunt died yesterday. I was given the missive right before Agent Jarix arrived. Given your explanation, I am now aware of why they are trying to kill you. You are their only witness to corruption within the high prefect’s household.” He ran a hand through the golden hair that his daughter shared.
Devani could see that he was working out a plan, but he was stumbling over his daughter’s betrayal. “High Prefect, may I speak?”
He waved her out of the shadows. “Come closer, Agent.”
“Tell no one of Leo’s slip of confidence. She is a child by Yagoth standards and cannot be held to the responsibilities of an adult. Her aunt lured her into leaking the information, but it is information that was made public only a few days ago. The intent was always to have the treaty public, was it not?”
Rasco tilted his head. “So, I should ignore the betrayal?”
“No. Nor can you ignore the lives lost in your daughter’s service. Their families should be honoured for their sacrifice in whatever manner your people honour the dead during an attack. Their deaths may have been spurred from within, but they were an act of war. I know your people pride themselves on being pacifists, but it is truly hypocritical to expect others to lay down their lives for those who will not risk them.” Dev winced. She said far more than she intended but the Yagoth system of manipulating others to their will frustrated the hell out of her.
Rasco nodded. “I understand your frustration, Agent. Will you remain with my daughter for the remainder of the time before the treaty is ratified?”
“Of course. My ride doesn’t arrive until then.” She quirked her lips.
“If you weren’t smaller than my daughter, I would think you were flirting with me.”
“Not flirting, merely joking.” She thought of Helsin.
He raised his brow. “You have a mate?”
“No. But I think I have a friend and companion. It is more than I ever expected.” She sighed. “Now, where shall I take Leo for the day? Is there regular school or perhaps a holiday house where we can be out of the way?”
Rasco shook his head. “No, she must remain here and go about her life as if they hadn’t just blasted a hole in our home.”
Dev nodded. “Very well. May we use one of the main-floor offices, oh, and we will need some clothing for her. Unless she has some in storage, I am fairly sure her wardrobe was just blasted to hell.”
A slight bit of hope welled in Leo’s eyes. “She is right. I am stuck with the clothing on my back.”
Rasco nodded and got to his feet, coming around his desk. “When this is all over, we will discuss this again, but I am just glad you are safe. Go. Shop. I am confident that Agent Jarix will watch you more closely than I could.”
“She will be as safe with me as is possible.” Dev bowed shortly.
Leo got to her feet and hugged her father again. He reciprocated and Dev exhaled in relief. He still loved her even though she had engaged in espionage against his cause.
Dev took charge of her and hustled her up the stairs back to the nanny’s quarters. There was yesterday’s clothing there, and Leo was going to wear something appropriate before they left the house. Rasco’s pride was at stake.
 
 


 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
 
Their skimmer driver was a sombre-faced young man of Tival heritage. Uxal moved them through the sparsely populated streets with ease.
“Will we run into your friends, Leo?”
Leo shook her head. “No. No one fashionable is around at this time of day.”
Dev grinned. “Good. We will get in, find enough clothing for the coming two weeks and get out. I am sure that once you leave this world, you will have no trouble finding places to shop.”
Leo chuckled delicately. “You have a point. Fine. Lawkis shopping centre and then home. I will find what I need there.”
Six hours, nine outfits, countless sets of underwear and shoes later, Dev was shocked at the energy for shopping that Leo was still exhibiting.
“I need one formal dress for the ratification, and then, we can go.”
Dev was relieved, and she winced at the poor driver who made endless rounds from the shops to the skimmer. She watched the growing crowds, and while a few folks seemed to recognize Leo, no faces appeared again and again.
The tech shop showed the burnt-out hole of Leo’s room over and over again as the news reported it.
Dev noted the folk who were looking at the husk and then back to Leo as they walked to the dress shop. It was a tense walk for Dev as she began to feel the sensation of being watched.
“Leothanak! Oh, we just heard. I am so relieved!” A girl Leo’s age rushed up to her and gave her a hug. Dev watched carefully and the girl gave the back of Leo’s shirt a peculiar pinch.
When Leo pushed the girl aside, Dev took a closer look at the small spot on the collar that now had a blinking mark on it.
The girl tried to move away, waving airily but there was an intensity to her sudden retreat.
Dev grabbed her wrist and held it. “You will wait.”
The girl started to struggle. “No, you don’t understand! I have to go!”
With a calm move, Dev reached out, ripped the collar off Leo’s shirt and dropped the dot to the floor. With deliberation, she ground the dot under her heel.
“Leo, we find your dress and get the hell out of here. Your friend just put a pinpoint targeting beacon on you.”
“Twiss?” Leo was confused, but she walked and stood next to Dev. “We can go now. I will have the dress sent or just wear something that we have picked today.”
“Good. Let’s go.” Dev gave the young girl a shove and wrapped an arm around Leo as they moved swiftly through the shopping centre toward the entrance nearest the skimmer.
They were within sight of the exit when a male pulled a weapon and fired it. Dev stepped between Leo and the blast then jumped forward to break the arm of the man firing at them.
Leo was in shock as they ran for the skimmer, but Dev was still on alert. The driver waved them over, but there was something wrong with him. He was too eager and did not bother opening the door as he had on their previous trip.
Dev pressed a finger to her lips and moved quietly to the skimmer, shifting around it until she could see the man crouched behind the pilot. She leaned down and slammed her hand through the metal, grabbed the man’s collar and pulled him backward until his head thudded on the skimmer interior. The pilot disarmed him.
Leo came running when Dev held her hand up, and once Dev was in the open-topped conveyance, she dumped the unconscious and broken body out onto the pavement.
“Get us home, Uxal.”
The pilot keyed the skimmer to a higher altitude than street level and set a straight-line course for the high prefect’s manor.
Leo was shaking. “Twiss was part of this. I can’t believe it.”
“As I said, for a people who claim to be pacifists, your folk are very violent. Hold onto my hand. I will get you home safely.”
Leo gripped her hand with all the strength she had.
The skimmer was wobbling badly by the time they arrived at the high prefect’s home, but Uxal got them down in one piece.
Dev escorted Leo out. “Uxal, I think I broke your skimmer.”
“Agent Jarix, I am sure you did, and I couldn’t be happier about it.” He gave her a jaunty salute and called over some of the other guards to help him moved the damaged skimmer to a covered work area.
Dev hustled Leo into the residence and breathed a sigh of relief as they passed through the scanners with no alarm.
Yalio greeted them with the direct, “What did you do, Agent Jarix?”
Dev shrugged. “Can we get some tea and something for lunch? I am afraid that we did not get much time to rest. I will explain everything to the high prefect.”
Yalio frowned. “He is in conference.”
“We will wait. With tea and sandwiches, please.” Dev and Leo walked to the dining hall and sat heavily in the chairs.
Leo looked at her and burst into tears.
Dev reached out and held her hand. “We made it home safe. You are fine and no innocents were hurt. Even Uxal is fine. We could not have asked for a better result than that. Can you wait here a moment, I forgot something in my room?”
Leo regretfully unclenched her hand, letting Dev run swiftly up the steps to grab her communication pad. She returned to the dining room, and Leo’s eyes lit with relief when she sat down.
Dev started to enter her data. “I forgot I have to make incident reports. Helsin is going to kill me.” She worked absently, her office skills taking over.
“You are afraid of him?”
“Oh, no, but he has put so much effort into me that I don’t want to disappoint him.” Dev recorded the missile, the tracker and the gunfire. When she remembered the man in the skimmer, she smiled.
“What are you smiling at?”
“I forgot about the guy in the skimmer. He’s going to need a lot of medical care, as are the other two.” She smiled happily.
“You are happy about that?”
Dev sent her report and looked at Leo. “I am happy that I didn’t kill anyone today.”
“Oh.”
The housekeeper bustled in with a tray of tea and sandwiches.
Leo’s hands were shaking when she started to eat, but by the time they had taken out half the sandwiches, she was looking tired.
“I just want this to be over, but there is still so much time left.” Leo was depressed.
“I don’t care what your father says…you need to get away from this house or you need to stay inside it. It is his choice.”
They sat back and sipped at the tea, enjoying silence.
When Rasco came in, Dev explained what was going on and the options that she was giving him.
“She will stay here, and she will study. You will direct her studies and my daughter will remain with me.”
Dev nodded. “Fine. Tonight we work on math, tomorrow compatible races.”
He scowled. “What?”
“If she is going to live away from Yagoth, she needs to know what her dating options are. It’s important. Trust me.” Dev nodded.
He looked uncomfortable and stared at his daughter for a moment. She smiled beatifically.
“Fine. Teach her what you like, but keep her here.”
Devani chuckled. “As you wish, High Prefect.”
 
 


 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
 
Leo and Dev spent two days working with the console and finding races that were suitable for dates when Leo’s father finally let her out of the house.
Helsin was due to arrive that afternoon, and he was coming to give Leo and her father a full check up.
“Okay, Leo. Time to take a break. Show me the great hall. We have gone around it dozens of times, and I am curious as to the contents.”
Leo’s cheeks darkened. “We aren’t supposed to go in there.”
“Why not?”
Leo frowned. “I don’t know. I just know it has some museum pieces in it.”
“Well, since we can’t go to the museum, why don’t we take a look?”
“Okay, just for a few minutes.”
They walked down the steps carefully, turning left and walking down the long, arched hall, past the dining room and toward the large double doors.
Leo tugged at one door. “It won’t move.”
Dev grinned. She was being compelled to look in that room, and this was not the time or place to check her instincts.
She placed her hands carefully on the doors and pushed steadily until she felt metal give inside the wooden panels. She tugged one door gently to create a small space to slip through. Leo followed and they both gasped at what was lit by the lace-covered windows.
Huge weapons, obviously designed for the Yagoth height covered every wall. Swords, daggers, sabres, even a few maces were all hung up out of Dev’s reach. “Oh wow. Well, this explains a few things. Now, back to the hall, and I will shut the door.”
Leo didn’t need to be told twice.
 
Dev pushed the door closed and leaned against it. So much was now clear that her head ached. “Come along, Leo. Let’s see if Helsin has appeared yet.”
“Is he your boyfriend?” Leo seemed to have forgotten her earlier panic.
“No. He is the doctor at Udell base. He’s nice and I like him, but we are not pair bonded in any way.” She tried to say it firmly, but her voice wavered.
They walked toward the grand staircase, and in the entry hall was the man of the hour. Helsin stood waiting for his medical kit to be examined, and he looked wonderful in a black-and-gold uniform that matched the default pattern on hers. His belt and its myriad pouches were being rifled through, but he took it all with calm and grace.
“Don’t mention our trip to the grand hall.” Dev whispered it to Leo.
Leo looked at her blankly. “Where?”
“The big double doors. The grand hall.”
“I don’t know what you are talking about. We just took a walk as a study break. Maybe Yagoth atmosphere is not suited to you, Dev.” Leo shook her head and went upstairs.
Dev was confused, there was no recognition on Leo’s face when the hall was mentioned, and normally, every emotion she experienced trooped across her features. She shook her head and turned to greet Helsin.
He was buckling his belt back in place and met her with a grin. “It is good to see you are not suffering any ill effects of Yagoth, Agent Jarix.”
“It is just good to see you, Dr. Helsin.”
He winced. “It did sound pompous, didn’t it?”
She laughed. “Yes, it did. Well, here comes the master of the household. I will see you later. Off to teach Leo what parts of a Lysam to avoid during a handshake.”
He grabbed her arm, and she faced a surprised expression. “How do you know that?”
“I am here as her tutor, and I only have to keep four hours ahead of her. I stay up late and read.” She patted Helsin on the cheek and headed up the stairs.
She wanted so much to hug him hello, but they were both working. If he stayed until the ratification day, they would catch the same shuttle home. There would be time for a hug then. In the meantime, she was going to do more research, but her topic was going to be the Plenai. If no one entered that room and the Yagoth had forgotten their warrior nature, there had to be a reason. The Plenai were a good start.
 
Dev left Leo to do her research and dragged her communication pad onto her lap. She keyed in Archive, History of the Plenai.
The pad was standard issue for the Sector Guard, and in five minutes, she had the entire recorded and rumoured history of the predators of Yagoth.
Dev was shaking after the first hour of reading and sick to her stomach by the time she finished the file.
“Dev. Dev. It’s time for dinner.”
Leo touched her shoulder, and Dev stood up with a jerk. “Yes. That sounds right. Dinner.”
“Where were you? Your mind seemed a million miles away.”
Dev smiled and patted her shoulder. “Just working on some research for tomorrow’s lesson.”
Leo and Dev joined High Prefect Rasco and Helsin at the dining table.
Helsin gave her a peculiar look. “Agent Jarix, are you all right?”
Dev looked at him and shook her head. “No. I am not. I need to speak to you when you have a moment.”
He nodded. “Are you feeling unwell?”
She smiled weakly and passed the soup to Leo. “I really don’t know.”
Rasco cheerfully told Leo about the medical exam she was going to have the next day as well as the injections she would have to endure.
Dev’s mind was whirling during the entire dining experience, and when everyone stood up to go his or her separate ways, Helsin spoke quietly to Rasco before turning to her. He jerked his head, and she walked up to him. “I need to speak to you in private. It is important.”
“Where? You know this house better than I do.”
She took him by the hand and led him through the hallway and into the grand hall. A shove from her hands dislodged the door once again. Once they were through it, she pushed it closed again in case anyone got curious.
“All this privacy for me?”
She exhaled in a gust. “Can you see in the dark?”
He fumbled at his belt and a light flared wide. “Now what?”
“Look at the walls, Helsin. These are not the walls of a people who were always victims. They were warriors, and they have forgotten everything about it. It comes out in their habit of hiring folks to fight their battles, but they no longer act in self-defence. I have done some research. The Plenai had a doctor who created a memory suppressant that could be deployed using a warhead that landed in a populated area. Once it landed, the people there would forget how to fight. Perfect targets.”
“What are you saying, Dev?”
“I can’t prove any of it, but I think the Plenai have a field keyed to the Yagoth deployed on the planet.”
“Why would you think that?”
“In the last four centuries, no Yagoth has left the planet. Not one. Rasco was to be the first, but he would not go if his daughter weren’t alive, now would he?”
“Can you prove any of this?”
She sighed. “No. I don’t even know how to go about it. How can you look for something that has been beneath a planet’s surface for centuries?”
He chuckled and pressed the nodules on his uniform at his neck. “You call a Stellar Storm.”
 
 


 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
 
Leo woke up the next day without any memory of the grand hall, confirming that much to Dev.
To Dev’s shock, her suit spoke to her. “Dev, this is Stellar Storm. I am doing a global pass, but I have to tell you, you did not call me for nothing.”
“Thanks, Stellar Storm. Keep me apprised of the situation.”
Leo was staring at her. “What was that?”
“Don’t your clothes talk to you? How peculiar. Let’s get some breakfast. I am getting accustomed to that blue stuff.” She walked out of their room and waited for Leo to join her.
Leo frowned. “What was that all about?”
“I called a friend to do a geographic survey. Your planet has a lot of fruits and grains to produce and there may be a more effective planting pattern.”
“You suck at lying.”
Dev sighed. “I know.”
Breakfast was light, and Dev felt the relief that came from handing a problem off to people more capable of managing it.
Helsin smiled brightly at her, but he said, “I need to talk to you after breakfast, Agent Jarix.”
“Of course, Dr. Helsin. Before or after you see Leo for her shots?”
“Before. It concerns our mutual friend.”
“I understand.”
Rasco was looking between them curiously. “Is there something I should know?”
Dev sighed, “Yes, but not yet. Nothing is confirmed, and I will not cast aspersions before I have confirmation.”
The consummate politician, Rasco nodded. “Of course. When you have the facts, please tell me.”
Leo nodded. “I will be upstairs studying. You can come and get me when it is my turn.”
Helsin nodded and with the two Yagoth gone, he came to Dev’s side. He whispered in her ear. “The Plenai are coming. They amassed an army and are moving in before the ratification that would secure the assistance of the Alliance. There is nothing that can be done until they enter this system, and by then, it will be too late. All of the Guardsmen of Udell are occupied elsewhere aside from you, me and Stellar Storm. We are it.”
“What do we do?”
“We free the population from Plenai control and arm ourselves until reinforcements arrive.” He pressed a kiss to her cheek. “You look good in purple, but I want your regular skin.”
“Back. You want my regular skin back.”
He grinned and stroked her neck. “That too.”
She shivered and cleared her throat. “I will go and fetch Leo.”
“I will be in the main-floor offices.”
Dev nodded and went to retrieve her charge.
She and Leo were on her way back down the stairs when three Yagoth demanded to speak with the high prefect.
The security officer stood, drawing his stunner, but the Yagoth fired first.
“Leo, run to the grand hall. I will be right behind you.”
Leo ran as fast as she could and Dev followed her, blocking any projectiles or blasts. She pressed the door open, and when Leo was inside, she shoved it closed an instant before the thud sounded against it.
Leo looked around her as if everything was new. “Wow. This is amazing.”
“Leo, grab two of the short blades and hand me a long blade. I can’t quite reach them.”
Leo reached up and grabbed the long sword, handing it over. Her hands looked awkward around the grips of the blades, but she held them.
“Leo, this is your life or your death. There is no choice.” Dev fumbled with one hand and tried to trigger her com device. “Stellar?”
Helsin’s voice answered. “Thank the stars. Where are you, Dev?”
“The grand hall. We are barricaded in, but I don’t think these Yagoth are pacifists. They are going to get in.”
“If Stellar found the source, can she blast the one in this area first? I am a little eager to get my charge out of here in one large piece.”
“She can and she will. Just hold tight.”
Leo held the daggers in her hands and looked between the door and the window.
Dev looked and saw shadows move, “Damn it, the window.”
Glass shattered as the three men came through it.
Dev stepped in front of Leo and took the blasts with her head high. When they got close enough, she raised her sword and used the blade training that she had endured.
She disarmed two of them, but the third fired close enough to send her back a pace.
He reached up and took down a blade of his own and the other two followed suit.
It was not graceful, but she hacked the arm off one attacker before the central one slid his blade between her ribs. She choked on her own blood but returned the favour.
A roar of rage sounded on the other side of the door, and it shattered a moment before a beast of red and black came through it. The eight-foot-high beast snarled at the man scrabbling for his gun and calmly ripped his arms off, tossing them aside.
Dev knelt with the blade entering her chest and exiting her back. The beast came to her and stroked her hair with bloody hands. “Hello, Helsin.”
He shifted back to his normal form and touched her face. “You recognized me?”
“The creature had your eyes.” She coughed and more blood frothed at her lips. “I think I need this sword out.”
Leo rushed to her with shock on her face. “What happened? I don’t understand.”
Stellar’s voice came through Dev’s suit. “Destroying the first beacon in…three…two…one.”
Leo fainted.
Helsin helped Dev to her feet and supported her down the hall. “I know it is horrible, but I need to get to my kit and you need to lie down. Neither can be done in that room.”
It was slow going past all the passed-out Yagoth, but in a few minutes, Dev was lying down on her side and Helsin was working to save her life.
“We are going to talk about your sudden change in height, you know.”
He sighed. “I know. Just let me put you back together, and you can quiz me all you like.”
She smiled and rested her head on her folded arm. “Go ahead. I have nothing better to do today.”
He stared at her for a moment before chuckling. “Don’t make me laugh. I need steady hands.”
“Stop whining and get to work.”
He complied, but she suspected that it was because he couldn’t think of a comeback.
 
 


 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
Devani came awake with a jerk that made her wince. Leo’s face was close to hers, and her student burst into tears when Dev woke.
“I was so worried. I would have killed them all over again if I had a chance.” Leo shifted and Dev noted the blades at her hips.
“How is your father taking the shift in thinking?”
“He is in the Prefect Assembly preparing them for war. We won’t be leaving Yagoth after all. There is no need. We once again have a population who will defend itself.” Leo smiled and tilted her head. “When did you know?”
“It never seemed right. Your people are intelligent and aggressive in every other portion of their lives, so it was unnatural for them not to defend themselves. It just screamed wrong to me.”
“Why were there attacks on me? Father never said.”
“You told your aunt not only about the treaty but the plans to leave afterward. If you and your father left Yagoth your instincts would recover instantly and it would have raised your father’s suspicions. You know him, he would have collected every scrap of information that he could on the matter, and he would have returned home to free his people.”
Leo smiled, “Yes, he would, but if I were dead, there would have been no reason for him to leave, correct?”
“Correct.”
“So by killing me, they kept their secret and perhaps it would enable them to reduce my father’s influence. If he died, the treaty would have ratified immediately, but if he went mad with grief, it would have been discarded or suspended until or if he recovered.”
That Dev did not know. “Well, it was good that we kept you alive then.”
Leo giggled. “Very good.”
Dev laughed but winced as the ache intensified. “That sort of hurts.”
“I am sorry for your injury. I thought you were impervious to damage.”
Dev didn’t want to confess the whole thing. “It comes and goes. I can always stand between you and danger, but for myself, it gets a little complicated.”
Leo touched her forehead and brushed her hair back. “I like your normal colour. I understand your urge to blend in, but the cream is very pretty.”
She looked at her hands, and sure enough, the pigment was gone. “Oh hell.”
“Dr. Helsin said it was not needed anymore. I would have to agree. The household is carrying weaponry and everyone is on guard against the incoming Plenai. They will not take anything here without a fight.”
Dev loved hearing the determination in Leo’s tone. She tried to get up, but Leo placed an arm on her shoulder. “Stay still. Dr. Helsin ordered that you remain down until he could retrieve some more advanced devices from his shuttle.”
“Fine. I am feeling a little deflated anyway.” She grinned.
Leo laughed. “A stab wound will do that to you.”
“Well, I may have been full of hot air but that is over now.” She snickered at her own wit.
“Do you really not feel pain?”
Dev wrinkled her nose. “Not the same way most beings do. I feel pressure and discomfort but not the burning of the nerves that most feel. I have always been that way, as if my nerves are armour coated against being damaged. It might be a birth defect or part of my talent. I really don’t know.”
Helsin walked in with several stacked packs, and he smiled in relief to see her awake.
“Good. I have some regenerators here that should do the trick to getting you up and around.”
She frowned. “You de-purpled me.”
“It didn’t suit you, and you no longer need to fit in. I like you this way.” He winked and lifted a device with a flat head out of one of the packs. “This should do the trick.”
“Oh, mighty doctor using tricks now. Fancy.” Dev let the Masuo fade from around the insertion site, and when Helsin pressed the device to the healing wound, she flinched. “Cold.”
He chuckled. “Sorry. Now that it is against your skin, I will turn it on.”
Warmth radiated through her, localizing at the wound and spreading outward. She wiggled her toes happily at the lack of pain.
“Is it working?”
“It feels okay.”
“Good. I will attach the other to your back.”
He did, and he left her there for two hours until the warmth receded and nothing was left but the soft hum of the objects stuck to her.
Helsin touched the area and smiled. “That did it. A nice, slow regeneration beam. I have only met two beings who can tolerate it and you are one of them.”
Leo sat up. “I will bring in some food and something hot to drink. It always cheers me up.”
Dev smiled and struggled to sit up. “Well, we have really thrown the Yagoth into it, haven’t we?”
Helsin smiled and perched on the edge of the couch that had served as her medical bed. “You threw them into it. I thought it was a simple bodyguarding job or I would never have prodded Guardian to send you.”
“I am glad you did. Now, what was that transformation? It seems you are more than a diagnostician.”
He rubbed the back of his neck. “It has happened once before, when my sister was under attack by some local toughs back home. I changed into what you saw and destroyed them. I was brought up on charges, but because it wasn’t a controlled change and had never happened before, I was allowed to leave home to join the Alliance. I enrolled in the Sector Guard with my primary talent, and I had not transformed again until yesterday.”
“How did you know I was down?”
“You left your com open and screamed when you were run through.” Helsin’s fingers clenched.
“I imagine I did. It is a bit of a blur though. Hey, until yesterday, I didn’t kill anyone with my strength. That is progress, isn’t it?”
He laughed and stroked her hair away from her temple so he could press a kiss to it.
She sighed at the warmth of his lips on her skin, and she rolled her eyes when she heard, “So he is your boyfriend.”
Helsin raised a brow and quirked a smiled. “Your boyfriend?”
“She is speaking like an adolescent. I told her you are my friend and companion, nothing more.”
“What if more were to develop?” His yellow eyes gave her a piercing look.
“Then, I would have to reconsider the classification.” She winked.
She couldn’t believe that she was sitting on a couch after recently being stabbed by a lavender male nine feet tall and she was having a discussion about Helsin being her boyfriend. This was beyond the dreams she had had as a hormonal teen.
He helped her to her feet, and they had a charming afternoon tea around the desk.
When Yalio came through the door, he bowed low, his sword at his side. “Leothanak, your father is on the way home. He wishes to have dinner immediately, and I have ordered cook to prepare it.”
Leo asked, “Why are you telling me?”
Yalio walked in and confiscated the sandwiches. “Because I needed to get in here so you wouldn’t spoil your appetite too badly. It appears I may have been late, but I did try.”
They laughed and even the stalwart Yalio cracked a grin as he left with the dainty sandwich tray perched on his enormous palm.
It was an image that caused Dev to giggle until her healed wound pulled slightly. Dinner with the high prefect it would be.
 
 


 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
 
Stellar Storm joined them for dinner, and Dev enjoyed her description of the units that had been planted all over Yagoth. “I would never have guessed it if you hadn’t asked me to look, Dev.”
High Prefect Rasco looked to Dev and fixed her with his gaze, “How did you know?”
She shrugged. “There were many small things and one big thing.”
“What was the big thing?”
“You are a passionate race about many things—food, culture, agriculture. You take pride in your children, pride in your mates. Why would you be unwilling to defend yourselves when you protect all parts of your culture? Also, there are sport team pennants in the hallways and yet you are pacifists. Most sports are high contact. It didn’t make sense.”
“What was one of the small things?”
“Leo didn’t remember the grand hall. She didn’t remember it at all. Not the room, not the weapons. I have done some studying at Udell base. That sort of amnesia is not usually natural in curious teens.”
He leaned back. “What was your next step?”
“Plenai history from the Alliance Archive with a focus on psychic manipulation history. It was all in there aside from the mention that they had attacked Yagoth with the units. That was a little matter they did not record.”
“So you called in reinforcements to do a diagnostic, and here we are.”
She smiled. “Yes. Your daughter is safe and I believe my assignment is over.”
Leo frowned. “I thought I could persuade you to stay.”
“I have only just left my home and gotten training. I want to see more…do more before my time is up.” She smiled. “We will always be friends, and you might one day make your way to the stars.”
“You bet I will. I want to see Bahi, Nazgo, Loricai, as many worlds as I can.”
“Why Bahi?”
Rasco answered, “It is a Yagoth tradition to visit the home of a friend, even if the friend no longer lives there. It’s a throwback from the days of the Plenai raids. You always go and see what has become of the place your friend was from, just to be sure.”
“A morbid tradition, but I see the sense in it. Be prepared to be stared at, Leo. You will be taller than everyone you meet.”
Leo grinned. “I look forward to it.”
The gathering broke into laughter, and Helsin sobered it by asking, “High Prefect, when do you want us to leave?”
“Tonight.”
Leo cried out in denial.
“Daughter, hush. Live or die, you now see us at our best. The disagreement with the Plenai is our affair, and we will deal with it. Feel free to remain in communication with us, but I don’t want you here when the Plenai come down.”
Helsin nodded. “Fair enough. We will leave immediately.”
Dev got to her feet and hugged Leothanak tight. “Send me a message whenever you want. I am leaving the code for you.”
“Thanks, Dev. I am going to try and work myself forward, to be the best me I can be.”
Dev laughed. “That is all we can do. Just know who you are and be that to the best of your ability.”
Leo wiped at the tears streaking down her cheeks but she smiled.
The high prefect shook her hand. “You have an amazing career in crisis management ahead of you. I have rarely run into someone who not only followed their instincts but did it sensibly with attention to legalities. It is a rare combination, brains and sense.”
She laughed and he kissed the back of her hand.
He straightened and released her hand. “Thank you for coming.”
Dismissed, Dev walked upstairs and retrieved her data pad. She tucked it under her arm and resumed her normal gold and red uniform as she descended the stairs. Stellar Storm and Helsin smiled in approval while Yalio looked shocked.
She took Helsin’s arm and walked out the door with him. “It isn’t the bodysuit, it is seeing the juncture of the thighs that is the problem here. They obsessively cover the hips. As I am no longer in their employ, I choose to resume my daily uniform.”
“I don’t care as long as you are coming home with me.”
“Ah, Helsin. It may just be the danger talking, but my home is with you. Where you are posted is where I will gravitate. I had a while to think while I was stuck on my side, and I would like you to be my boyfriend if you have no objections.”
They were outside and approaching the bulk of a shuttle nestled in the grass.
Helsin stopped in place, turned her to face him and kissed her with enough force to bend her back.
She returned his kiss until she heard a voice in the distance.
“Ha! Dev’s got a boyfriend!”
Helsin broke the kiss and glared at the speaker. “Shut up, Stellar, and get in the shuttle.”
Dev giggled and resumed her slow and even pace into the shuttle with Helsin at her side. Life on Udell would take on a new thrill, but as long as she had her doctor beside her, she could deal with it, after all, she had a career ahead of her in crisis management. Her love life would just be learning a new job skill.
Dev wondered if Helsin wanted to go fast or slow, if Stellar wasn’t sharing the shuttle with them, she would have been tempted to find out. Ah well, some things would wait for Udell, and others would wait for privacy. She would tackle it one day at a time with anticipation starting every new dawn.
A new life, a new world, a new career and a chance at love. What more could a woman ask for?
 
 


 
 
 
Author’s Note
 
 
Well, they didn’t knock boots in this one, but you just know that she jumped him the moment he was vulnerable. Lowel Citadel is going to need a few more candidates before it earns its funding, so I wonder who is going to be next…oh wait.
In The Duty of Pain, we meet a pain taker who has been raised to remove the aches and pains of the nobility. She wants freedom, wants a life outside the chains and screams, but there is no way out unless the Citadel will take her on.
She was born to be a contact healer, but her training went horribly wrong, can Citadel training set her right?
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