
        
            
                
            
        

    
	A tech from Resicor meets a bodyguard with sedating spikes. When she wakes up, she is on her way to the Citadel.

	 

	 

	Ainora has been spotted by the government of Resicor and identified as an active talent. Her ability to identify the repairs needed for any situation makes her a valuable tool and turns her into a slave for the government.

	Her family makes arrangements to get her off world, and when the rescue comes, he simply knocks her out and carries her away.

	Lyon has worked as a bodyguard for years but never has he run across a woman who not only recovers from the toxin on his spikes with incredible speed, but also manages to dodge his next volley with surprising instincts.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Ainora faced her interviewer with all the calm she could muster. She hadn’t been able to adjust the appointment any longer. If she had skipped today’s events, they would have arrested her.

	“Yes, I have a talent.”

	The security guard and the empath were surprised. Her interviewer blinked as she organized her next question.

	“Why haven’t you come forward?”

	“There wasn’t any need. No one can tell that I have a talent, so why should I worry about it. I am no threat to Resicor or its people.”

	The interviewer tapped her finger on the table. “You are hardly one to judge.”

	Ainora cocked her head. “I beg to differ. I am a very good judge of my talent.”

	“What is your talent?”

	She laughed. “I thought you would know since you went to the trouble to bring me in.”

	“The report that your co-worker filed was lacking in detail. He suspected your abilities were more than natural.”

	Ainora stretched and put her hands behind her head. “They are completely natural. Urak couldn’t match me on any details even if I don’t use my additional senses.”

	“How did you know?”

	“That it was him? There is only one person at the firm that hangs over my shoulder trying to discover my secrets as I repair the equipment. It got him into trouble on several occasions. Last month, he stopped following me, so I am guessing that that is when you got the tip off.”

	The empath in the corner smirked.

	“You really thought that it would work to simply ignore your obligation to declare the talent you had acquired?”

	Ainora smirked. “I didn’t acquire it. It is as much a part of me as your toenails are part of you. There was nothing to declare. At no time did I smuggle them through customs.”

	The interviewer slammed her hand down on the table. “This is not a joke.”

	She sat forward and put her own hands on the table. “Yes, it is. There is another talent in this room and she is allowed and encouraged to use her talent each and every day. For her, it is a job, a part of her that she can use daily. What is the difference?”

	The interviewer paused and regrouped. “Your talent is dangerous.”

	“Really? What is it?”

	Ainora waited while the woman flipped through the files.

	She sat quietly and waited.

	Finally, the woman sat up. “It doesn’t say. What is your talent?”

	“I diagnose technology. Nothing more, nothing less. Where others have to guess at a problem, I know. That is all. My repair skills were learned in the same type of course as is available across the continents. Anyone can gain the skills to do the repairs I do. The only thing that makes me a talent is that one flash of insight when I look at a piece of technology. For that moment in my day, I am now here and will not be able to walk out under my own recognizance. I am now destined to be watched by my own people and rejected by my community, all because a jealous jackass pointed a finger. Oh, I am not stupid. I have already been fired, and I know that there is no future for me here on Resicor. So, all that remains is what are you going to do with me?”

	The people in the room with her became completely still. Insight and acceptance of her reality was obviously not something they were expecting.

	The interviewer got to her feet and took the file out of the room with her. She was gone for three hours.

	When the door opened again, the interviewer was pale grey and the man following her had a hard glint in his eyes. “Come with me, Miss Lenz.”

	Ainora shifted. “Who are you?”

	The man narrowed his eyes. “I am the one who decides where you spend the rest of your life. Now, come with me.”

	The interviewer swayed toward her, but Ainora stayed seated. She felt the pressure on her mind and raised an eyebrow.

	“Saying please would work much better.”

	His cheeks flushed darkly. Through gritted teeth, he said, “Please, come with me.”

	Ainora got to her feet. “That wasn’t so hard. Didn’t your mother ever teach you that manners matter?”

	He looked like he wanted to strike her, but instead, he walked out ahead of her and led the way through the building to a rear exit. They were followed the entire way by nervous guards and the empath.

	She was bundled into a transport with the hostile administrator, and she tried to guess where they were headed. Shock ran through her when she saw the government buildings looming in their approach.

	“Where are we going?”

	“If you can do what you said you can, you will have no problem dealing with a small sabotage problem. Once that is dealt with, you will be assigned to a variety of positions around the globe.” He sneered.

	She had never been on the receiving end of a sneer before. She stifled the urge to smack his smug face.

	Half a world away from her family, she had no one to run to and couldn’t hide even if it was an option. From the moment that the weasel at work had handed her name in, she had been stuck. There was no company that would take her now. No way for her to earn a living until she was under the thumb of the telepath-run government.

	She was stuck.

	 

	Guards with blank faces lined the walkways of the house of law. She was taken to a lower level where computer banks lined the walls. A terminal in gutted disarray was waiting for her.

	“What happened here?”

	“I told you, sabotage.”

	She winced at the mess. “I need a tool kit. This is going to take some time.”

	“The tool kit is on the way; you have the rest of the standard business day. We need that terminal online for the evening shift.”

	He walked away, leaving two very surprised guards watching over her.

	She sat on the floor and went to work organizing the splicing and twisting that someone had done. “I am very glad that I didn’t wear a skirt today.”

	In defiance of her situation, she had dressed in casual, sturdy trousers and a button-down shirt that was warm and had sleeves she could roll up.

	She hummed, and when the kit arrived, she checked through it. “I need a pair of wire cutters, some forceps, a sandwich and a cup of tea. Stat.”

	“Wire cutters? You are supposed to repair the unit, not destroy it.”

	She gave the witty guard a dark look. “Whoever ripped this terminal apart fused a number of wires to places they should not be. I have to cut them loose to do my work.”

	He blinked and called in her order on a small com unit attached to his shoulder.

	She smiled brightly and crept under the terminal again, humming as she fixed what she could and waited for the cutters. They were placed in her hand with the forceps. Now, she could get the terminal running.

	Humming tunelessly, she continued on for a few minutes, getting basic power back into the unit before she scooted out and ate her meal. Around her sandwich, she asked, “How much time do I have?”

	“Three hours, miss.”

	It was twice what she needed. With the tools she had needed to hold her connections in place and cut away the botched wire, she moved right along.

	When she got to the keyboard, it had been doused and needed cleaning. The solvents in her kit took care of it, and it functioned perfectly when she did a test.

	The monitor had been wedged to warp the screen, so she straightened it and finally headed for the data router.

	With a small motion of the tiniest screwdriver, she inserted the chip that she had been carrying behind her ear. It clicked in place and would simply record all data that ran through it. It was her pride and joy, an organic data drive in a few flecks of skin and a bio-plastic housing.

	She hummed along as she prodded the unit back into its rack and locked it down. It wasn’t a place anyone would look for interference. It was the link between processor and monitor. Eventually, she hoped to be able to see what it had seen.

	Sure that she had done her job, she activated the power couplings and the terminal hummed to life. Ainora squirmed out from under the terminal and closed the housing.

	Five guards were now watching her, and one nervous young woman stood staring at her.

	“It should be ready for you now, miss. Go ahead. I will just get out of your way.” She piled the tools on top of her kit and looked at the guards. “Where to next?”

	They waited with her while the terminal was activated. The young woman did a search and said, “The data lines are clear. No interference. The terminal is valid for use once again.”

	One of the guards called it in and waited for the signal of what to do next.

	When he got something via his earpiece, he nodded even though the other party couldn’t hear him. “Miss Lenz, please come with me. I will show you to your quarters while you are on duty.”

	“I have quarters while I am on duty?”

	“You will not be allowed to leave the building, so it is necessary that you live here. You will always be on duty.”

	She winced. “I see. Right. Well, take me to my quarters then. I need another meal and a place to bang my head.”

	They milled in confusion, but she wiped her hands on the edge of her shirt and looked at them expectantly. “Well?”

	Her snapped word brought them to their senses and she was led into the hidden world under her feet. Her incarceration in service had begun.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Ainora Lenz disappeared into Tech 534. She was called out over and over to repair and replace the technology damaged by the underground movement.

	Deep under the surface of Resicor, she lived and learned that she was one of an army of those indentured to the government. Some were bound with bands that restricted their useful talents. Tech 534 had to fix those as well.

	She tried to smile at the talents who were restricted by electric shock or injected paralytic but conversation was not allowed.

	She was flown around the globe, and she fixed what they set in front of her. The guards that escorted her were always different, always new and no friendships ever got past day one.

	Tech 534 was uncomfortable when she was sent to work on another talent with a talent guarding her. It felt like betraying family and being betrayed at the same time. It was the worst family gathering ever.

	When Tech 534 got her first assignment to New City, she was amazed. What could have gone wrong at the height of advancement on Resicor?

	 

	Tech 534 looked at her manifest and winced. “Restraint cuffs?”

	The guard piloting her skimmer gave her a dark look. “Whatever is on the work order, you fix it. You are being sent to lock on and maintain those cuffs.”

	She wrinkled her nose and ran a hand through her hair, her cowl would hide the blue fluff, but she liked to have it out until the last moment.

	New City gleamed and shone in the bright sparkling light of their sun.

	Tech 534’s skimmer landed in the shadows half a kilometre from the city.

	The guards at the gate eyed her dubiously, but they let her through. With a wince, she pulled her hood up to cover her hair.

	She was shown to a door and left to open it with her credentials. She slipped inside the tunnel that led ever downward. Ainora crossed a gantry over a chasm and approached the inverted cone structure that was the only source of light.

	The steps led up and into a peculiar arrangement. On the lower level was living quarters and on the upper, the room was filled with monitors and one solitary chair.

	The woman sitting in the chair was wearing a neutral expression, a bodysuit and four heavy cuffs.

	“Hello, I am your new tech. I am here to check your cuffs.”

	“Of course you are. I will just go about my duties while you work.”

	Tech 534 knelt next to the chair and checked the cuffs and their linkages. The moment that she looked at them, she saw that an expert hand had tampered with the cuffs. They were no longer able to do more than deliver an unpleasant jolt. She replaced the necessary wiring, one cuff at a time but didn’t touch the altered settings.

	It took about an hour and Tech 534 hummed to herself the entire time. The talent she was working with didn’t speak to her, so once she was done, Tech 534 got to her feet and said. “That is all for today. Have a good one.”

	The talent took her gaze from the screen and cracked a small smile. “Thank you.”

	Tech 534 waved farewell and headed back down the steps.

	She kept her calm demeanour on her face until she was back at the capitol, and then, she sat in her quarters and shuddered, trying to get herself under control.

	She had fixed dozens of control bands over the three years she had worked for the government, but this was the first time she had seen a facility built around a specific talent. It was a grim development.

	Once she had herself under control, she washed her face and went to the commissary to get tea and a sandwich.

	She got her tray and sat down, mulling over what she had seen that day and in the days previous to it. She had seen electrical talents used as emergency power supplies in areas with developing or faltering systems, had seen light-emitting talents used in mining, and medical talents were brought in when the patients had been sedated.

	The use of talents was everywhere on Resicor, hidden from sight. The hypocrisy was enough to make her grind her teeth.

	“Went to the New City?”

	A man sat across from her and smiled.

	She sipped at her tea. “Yes.”

	“See anything interesting?”

	He seemed to be trying to communicate with her. There was worry in his eyes.

	She sipped again. “Have you been there?”

	He nodded.

	“Just routine maintenance, nothing extraordinary.”

	The man nodded his head with a jerk, but she could see his relief.

	“Have you been with the program long?” She needed to ask some casual questions in case someone was watching or listening.

	“A few years. You?”

	“The same.”

	She nodded and got to her feet. “Nice speaking with you.”

	He continued eating. “You as well.”

	Tech 534 put her tray in the pile and headed back to her quarters. She now knew something she hadn’t before, but she didn’t really know it, which was better for her if she got a deep scan. Her mind was resilient to casual roaming, but a deep scan could still rip her inner thoughts wide open.

	She settled on her bed and opened her mail to read the file her mother had sent her. All the wording was careful as it was known that other eyes read her mail.

	 

	Dear Ainora,

	I was glad to hear that you are in good health and enjoying your work.

	Your cousin has finished school and is seeking a government position. We are all very proud of her.

	I wish that you were able to attend our twenty-fifth anniversary, but we understand that your work keeps you busy. Wish us well when that day comes and know we think of you often.

	Love,

	Mom and Dad

	 

	Ainora sat back and blinked. There was something in that message and a quick glance at the calendar gave her the clue that she was looking for. The anniversary had come and gone in the previous month. Her parents had also been married for twenty-six years, not twenty-five.

	The nineteenth day of the month was coming up and if anything was going to happen, it was going to happen then or possibly on the twenty-fifth.

	Ainora promised herself that she would be ready, but in the meantime, she would work as scheduled. If anything happened, she would be ready.

	 

	The nineteenth came and went without anything happening, as did the twenty-fifth. Ainora thought about her parents’ anniversary, and her eyes went wide. She would have to wait two years for the next eclipse over her parents’ home. It would be the anniversary of her conception. She had been conceived under the rare darkness, and her family considered it lucky.

	With time stretching before her, she kept her attitude cheerful and her work accurate so that she never caught attention. She tried to lift the spirits of the talent at New City, but she had no idea if she managed it.

	It wasn’t until she was due to visit New City again that she ran into trouble.

	 

	“Tech 534, come with us.” Having two guards burst into her rooms in the morning was not a normal event.

	She got to her feet and finished putting the clip on her braid. She followed the two men down the hall and into a section of the facility that no talent wanted to go into. She was going to be questioned.

	Ainora held her core beliefs and tried to remain calm as she was seated in an interrogation room and her hands were cuffed to the arms of the chair.

	To her surprise, it was the empath from her first interview that came through the door. She didn’t let her guard down though, she remained in a forced calm and she breathed slowly.

	“Hello, Miss Lenz. I wasn’t expecting to see you again.”

	“I could say the same.”

	The empath sat across from her and she smiled politely. “I have a few questions to ask you, and then, you can resume your work. You have an exemplary record.”

	“Thank you. I will answer what I can.”

	The empath brought out a flat screen, and she turned it toward Ainora. “Do you know who this is?”

	Ainora shrugged. “He’s another tech.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	“He asked me if I had seen the New City. I told him it was from a distance. I was done and I left.” She looked at the image and tried to see if there was any give away as to why he had sat next to her.

	“Had you met him before?”

	Ainora shook her head. “No. That was a first for me. I never saw him after that.”

	“Did he request any details about the talent at New City?”

	“No. He just mentioned that he had been there as well.”

	The empath looked at her and nodded. “Have you gotten any unusual communication since you have been here?”

	Ainora was relieved to say, “No. Nothing unusual. Just letters from my family. My mom likes to write.”

	“She is a language teacher.”

	Ainora nodded.

	The empath checked a file and nodded. “Before I let you go, there have been reports of you humming while you work with talents.”

	Ainora blinked and then realized that they thought she was passing along information. “I hum to concentrate whether people are there or not. No one notices when I hum to an instrument panel.”

	“Why do you do it?”

	“My father was a music teacher.” She shrugged.

	The empath smiled. “That would explain it.”

	She touched something on the screen and the cuffs opened. “Have a good day, Miss Lenz.”

	Ainora nodded, got up and said, “Good day.”

	She walked out and smiled at the guards. “Back to the normal schedule, I guess.”

	The men blinked and led her back to the dispatch office for her to collect her assignment for the day. She grabbed her kit and the assignment and got on with her day. There were three days of more waiting until the eclipse. She just needed to bury herself in her work until then. She could do it; she had had plenty of practice.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Adjusting a communications array, she was out of her normal routes by several hundred kilometres. The guards with her were nervous, but no one was watching the sky. Without shielding, the bright flares of light could cause permanent damage.

	She hummed to herself as she closed the housing on the array and her hum was stifled as a hand wrapped around her, a sharp stab of pain struck her neck and the world began to spin. The guards were nearby, strange spikes sticking out of their necks.

	Whatever had hit them was now carrying her off while the light of the sun was blocked for the first time in decades.

	 

	She groaned and tried to press her hand to her head, but it was fastened down. The world around her felt strange. Ainora made out a roar of engines to either side of her, and she held still as the pressure on her body increased before it suddenly relaxed and then a lighter pressure came into play.

	She could hear someone speaking a few metres away, and it was a male voice with no other voice answering. This was going from bad to worse.

	Ainora struggled to sit up, and she looked at her restraints. With a little analysis and nearly dislocating her thumb, she managed to press the release that would free her hand to free the rest of her.

	She unlocked her other hand and sat up, snapping the restraints on her ankles loose. Massaging her aching thumb, she draped her legs over the edge of the bed she had been tied to.

	If Ainora didn’t know better, she would say she was in a spacecraft.

	With her determination screwed in place, she got to her feet and went in search of the intermittent voice.

	“I told you that I have her. She is safe and strapped down. No, she is not a danger at the moment. Don’t be an idiot. The dart will keep her out until we finish the first jump.”

	He was a large shadow against the display of the stars and his voice was a deep rumble that carried easily.

	Unsure of the etiquette, she knocked on the hull with four rapid taps.

	He whirled around, and she hit the floor as the darts whizzed over her head.

	“Don’t do that. Those things hurt.” She looked up at him and blinked at the black and silver hair that was up in a startled halo. “I didn’t want to clear my throat.”

	“Are you upset?” He moved toward her carefully. His hair settled back into an even wave on his skull.

	“No. I rarely get upset. Can I get up from the floor or are you going to stick me again?”

	He smiled and extended his hand. “If you don’t mind, I could use the company. Getting sent here to pick you up was an odd assignment. Normally, I am a bodyguard.”

	“I see. Normally, I am working on some kind of an instrument panel. Why am I here?”

	He blinked. “They didn’t tell you I was coming?”

	She looked at him and snorted. “I live on a world with telepaths running the government. No. No one told me anything.”

	He looked completely befuddled.

	“Who were you speaking to?”

	He balanced himself. “Morganti Base. They were wondering how your language pack is sitting and when we are going to arrive.”

	“Can I sit down?” she pointed at the empty seat.

	“Oh. Of course. Where are my manners?” He stepped aside and held the seat for her.

	“My name is Ainora Lenz.”

	“I am Lyon Tacks. Pleased to meet you.”

	“Pleased to meet you as well, Lyon, now tell me what the hell is going on.”

	She smiled up at him and he took a seat behind the controls.

	He settled and jerked his head. “No, she is awake and calm. Do you wish to speak to her?”

	Ainora stared at him and saw through the smooth locks of hair a tiny speck of silver in his right ear. He was on a communication device.

	“Well, that explains the one-way conversations.”

	He smiled and leaned forward. “You heard that?”

	“Your voice carries.”

	He opened the com and a female voice chuckled. “It does carry, even to this distance, Agent Tacks. Greetings, Ainora Lenz. We are happy to invite you to live and learn at the Citadel Morganti.”

	“Excellent. Who is we and what is a Citadel?”

	The voice chuckled. “My name is Relay, and I am the administrator of Sector Guard Base Morganti. The Citadel is a training centre for talents of all varieties and strengths. The resistance on Resicor put your name forward for evacuation, so you and several others were set for rescue during the eclipse.”

	“I see. Well, you did get me out, but why did Lyon Tacks have to dart me?”

	Relay laughed. “It was an effort to convince your government that you and the others were being kidnapped. You were all sent to relatively normal assignments in public areas, just as you always would be, but our inside informers had you placed where we could get at you. It looked like a mass snatching of talents.”

	Ainora snorted. “That is what it was.”

	“Well, if you ever get returned to Resicor, it needs to look like you went under duress, so that is what happened.”

	Ainora sat back. “Where am I going?”

	“You are being taken to Morganti where you have a set of quarters waiting for you at the Citadel. You will be able to use your talent daily and in the manner you choose.”

	“What about my family?”

	“They are safe. There is no connection between them and the informer. Your family will get a message from the government that you have been taken, and they will know that you are safe. They have been trained for this.”

	Ainora smiled. “Of course they have. They have been working toward this since I was pulled in.”

	Relay paused. “How are you adapting to the language flash?”

	“Is that what is going on? I feel a lag between thought and speech.”

	“It is an experimental learning technique. A data flash. It was posited by one of your own people, actually."

	“Yes. Data and light can be combined to imprint on the optic nerve, and from there, the brain takes over. Your pronunciation will improve with time.”

	“I thought that it was coming too easily. Lyon Tack did not mention it.” She gave him a sidelong glance.

	He smiled and shrugged, turning his attention to the controls.

	“He is a chatterbox once he gets to know you. You will have a grasp of Alliance Common by the time you leave that ship. I look forward to meeting you when you head out to the base for outfitting. See you soon.” Relay chuckled.

	“Uh, see you soon.”

	The connection went quiet and the shuttle was suddenly silent.

	Ainora looked around the consoles and took inventory of the switches and displays. She sat still until he cleared his throat.

	“Prepare for jump.”

	She didn’t have a chance to ask what a jump was; she clutched the arms of her chair and held tight as she saw another point in space a moment before she was in it. Her throat was dry and her heart was pounding.

	She croaked. “If that is a jump. I think I would rather not be around for the leap.”

	He cursed and set them on their course. “Apologies. I will get you some tea. I remember my first time, and you are handling it much better than I did.”

	Lyon got to his feet and disappeared for a few minutes. When he returned, he was holding a cup in his hand. He offered it to her with both hands in a very formal way.

	She extended her hands and took the cup. His eyes lit up a little as she sipped at the hot liquid.

	“Thank you. My throat got a little dry there.”

	“It happens. What we experienced there is a jump. The ship creates a field and pulls itself to a matching point in space some distance away. There are designated jump sites all over the sectors, but connecting the right dots is the duty of the jump computer.”

	“That sounds like a tricky bit of programming.”

	“It is. It is a program based on an Alliance navigator’s mind. She was strong of thought, and they were able to take readings as she plotted points in the stars that were in neutral positions that would not injure the local gravity fields.”

	Ainora sipped at her tea. “Really?”

	“Really. She sat in the archives and created maps of systems until this very day. She can look at a display and find a stable point that is suitable for a jump beacon.”

	“She enjoys the work?”

	“She does. The Nyal Imperium has offered her a space in their archives, and I think she is considering the move.”

	“Have you met her?”

	“No. She is in a tank.” He smiled and took his seat again.

	“What is a tank?”

	He skimmed his hands over the console and an image was projected in front of them. “A tank is a medical device filled with an oxygen-rich liquid, and it can have tubes for food supplements and life support. She can’t survive without the tank for now.”

	“What species is she?” Ainora was looking close but the image didn’t let her focus.

	“From what she has told me, she is one of your kind. She is of Resicor, and she was badly damaged in something she refers to as the purge.”

	Ainora was shocked, and she peered at the image as closely as she could without disrupting it. “That would make her close to a hundred.”

	“She doesn’t age. That much I know.”

	“Does she have a name?”

	Lyon paused before he answered, and then, he gave her a sidelong look. “Urikara Lenz.”

	Her great grandmother, thought long dead, was floating in a tank and crafting maps for spacecraft to jump from one system to the other. Ainora felt positively tiny in comparison.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	Ainora wanted to speak to her great grandmother to find out if it was truly the woman that her grandfather spoke of with such fond memories. He had been a child during the purge. His talent had not arisen and his family had hidden in the mountains while the Kozue and government teams scoured for them.

	Urikara had run out to misdirect them, and it must have worked, because seven days later, she was gone without a trace and the purge was over.

	She both hoped that it was and hoped that it wasn’t the woman of her bloodline. If she had truly been on her own all these years and on life support, it would be horrible to imagine the long life in confinement.

	Ainora followed the directions that Lyon had given her and got the food dispenser to disgorge something suitable for her. She had been ordered to stay with purple-outlined images so that was what she did.

	The food was bland, but her body accepted it eagerly. So, she was off Resicor, and now, she was going to be sent from assignment to assignment without her consent once again, just like at home. Well, maybe the uniform would be better.

	She got to her feet and tucked away the dishes in the assigned slots. With her mind numb, she resumed her place in the flight deck and watched the stars as they shifted their positions relative to the ship.

	“How long until we reach Morganti?” She smiled at Lyon.

	His deep mahogany skin had a reddish tint, which made his dark hair and the silver streaks more startling. His nose was flattish and his brows were thick and black. All in all, she should have been petrified, but she had practiced keeping her emotions down for so long, it was second nature.

	“Six hours and one more jump. How are you feeling?”

	“Fine. How are you feeling? I imagine you are overdue for sleep.”

	“I can stay awake for days at a time if need be. It is one of the things that makes me an excellent bodyguard.” He grinned and his hair lifted a little.

	She continued to look at him until he turned with a raised brow. “You are staring.”

	She blushed. “Sorry. I have never met anyone with mood hair before.”

	“Yours is doing a pretty good job of being an indicator of your state. I am guessing that blue means you are calm?”

	She snickered. “I am always calm when someone isn’t flinging darts at me. Do those things come out of your skin?”

	He extended his arm and flexed. A series of darts rose out of his skin down toward his hand. “I fire them by moving the muscles of my forearm. Once I have extruded them, a small pocket of muscles at their base prepares to fire.”

	She swallowed. “Are they all designed to sedate?”

	He grinned. “Yes. That is how my species developed. It is a hunting technique as far as our historians can tell.”

	“What is your species called?”

	“Uradu. Well, the part of me that has spikes. My mother’s people are Wyoran. She was on a trade mission to Kobal, the Uradu home world, and she left with me in her belly. Once he knew I existed, my father insisted on his rights and they negotiated their union on Kobal.”

	“So, you are a blend of two species?” She blinked as she came to grips with that. It was the most interesting thing she had heard since learning about Urikara.

	“I am. The people of Resicor…right, you don’t blend with other species. Well, that is one thing you will have to get used to. There are literally hundreds of species in the Citadel and Sector Guard and more are added every day.”

	“I am looking forward to it.”

	“That is good. Do you want to start reading up on the species? There is a data pad around here somewhere.”

	“If it is no trouble. You don’t have to entertain me. I just want to do my work to the best of my ability.”

	“I think you will be able to exceed your estimation of your abilities. The Citadel has a way of bringing out the most in people. Learning from others who have gained mastery of their own talents in strange and unlikely ways is inspiring.”

	Ainora smiled. “I think I might actually enjoy this.”

	He got out of his chair and leaned over her, reaching past her and pulling back with a flat tablet.

	She couldn’t help but inhale his scent, and it had the peculiar hint of conifer that she associated with her family’s home in the mountains. There was musk, sweat and a myriad of other scents involved, but the trees near her home was the image that stuck in her mind.

	He showed her how to scroll through the data and bring up images. The language she had been given made it easy, and she started her Alliance education.

	 

	By the time they were ready to land, she had been through all the files for the rescued Resicor talents that had already been posted around the Alliance.

	Even those who had been stuck in the dome and removed with the consent of the government had managed to get out of the restrictor suits and make new lives for themselves. It lifted her spirits to know that she wasn’t the only one, even with what Relay had said. Hearing that you were not alone was different than seeing the files and the non-classified missions that your planet-mates had been on.

	It made her feel good to see the success that her people had gained. With everything that was going on on Resicor, leaving home and being triumphant was something to be proud of. The rejects of their society were saving lives.

	“Why am I being given access to these files?”

	“Your departure from Resicor put you in the custody of the Citadel. You will be signing a contract when you arrive, but for now, you are a ward of the Citadel.”

	“And as a ward, I have access to information blocks offered by the Citadel. Right.” Ainora smiled. It was a freedom she hadn’t counted on.

	Being trusted was something she was going to have to get used to. It had been so long since she felt the weight of trust on her shoulders that it was going to be a shock. Life was too short to spend it paranoid and looking over her shoulder. She had just been given an option that had been beyond her just one day earlier. If they trusted her, she was going to show them that it was worth the risk.

	She pulled up her own file and looked at the words In Transit. Those two words said so much about the situation that she was in, she almost laughed at the complexity that was caught up in those words.

	Ainora kept herself occupied until they were on their way down to the new world. Once he announced their descent, she put the data pad down and watched Morganti approach.

	Sure, they were flying toward the planet, but to Ainora’s eyes, it looked like the world was coming up to greet them. Part of it did.

	A speck turned into a figure that shaped into a woman, glowing like a small star. The figure caught up with them and a voice came through the coms.

	“I am taking you directly to the Citadel, there has been a spill on the tarmac at the base, and it is all hands to the mops.”

	Lyon leaned forward. “Thank you, Starbreaker.”

	“You are welcome, Agent Tacks. Cut the automatic controls, I am bringing you in manually.” Lashings of energy surrounded their ship.

	Lyon disengaged the computer. “Clear for you to land us where you like, Starbreaker.”

	“Thank you, Agent Tacks. Landing will be in ten minutes or so. Sit still; this will be a little less smooth than a regular landing.”

	Lyon buckled in and Ainora followed his lead. With Starbreaker as their only propulsion, they did indeed sway quite a bit on the way down.

	The Citadel was a large structure on the fairly barren landscape. They were settled next to it and a column of people came forward to greet them.

	“This is your new world, Ms. Lenz. I hope you enjoy it.”

	“You aren’t staying?” she was suddenly very nervous.

	“I will check into my quarters, get a change of clothing and some dinner. If there is time, I will sleep, and if not, I will turn around and head out on my next assignment.”

	“Oh. I see.” Her hands fumbled as she unbuckled her harness.

	She got to her feet and headed for the rear hatch.

	Unsure of how to open it, she had to wait for him. He arrived a minute later and had a bag over one shoulder. He tapped in a code that released the door, and she was invited to take her first steps on a new world.

	 

	Citadel Coordinator Turnari was waiting for her, his horns gleaming in the light. He had a podium and a contract ready.

	She looked into the page and began to read. She understood the necessity of being charged for her room and board as well as uniforms but was shocked to find that there were funds already set aside for her from two sources. The first source was the Alliance and the second was Navigator Lenz.

	“Navigator Lenz?”

	The administrator nodded. “She said she was a relative of yours. Her involvement in the issue is classified but your connection is not. It is a few lifetimes’ worth of spending money according to her.”

	The rates for her services were impressive as was the free year of any courses she chose to engage in. When she signed and pressed her thumb to the plate, a sigh rippled through the assembled crowd. Apparently, there was more at stake than she knew.

	She flicked a look at Turnari. “You are going to tell me what that was about?”

	He smiled and exhaled in relief. “Your relative mentioned that if you were coerced into signing or hesitated in anyway, she was ending her career as jump mapper. You have provided your signature in front of as many witnesses as we could gather to assure her that you signed up on your own.”

	Ainora looked around at all the faces who were staring at her with interest. There was no hostility, just curiosity. She looked down and saw the number on her suit. She looked at Turnari, turned and saw Lyon then returned to the administrator.

	“I would like some new clothing please. I am not this number anymore.”

	He smiled and gestured for her to walk the path to the doors. “Welcome to Citadel Morganti, Ainora Lenz. Please make it your home.”

	She turned and walked toward the crowd that parted as she approached. “We will see.”

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	She twisted from side to side. “White?”

	Yinfa, the guide that she had been assigned, grinned. “It is a novice colour. Once you have been assessed, you will be given your occupation-identification colours.”

	The robes were a nice touch. They made everything feel dramatic. She shifted and twisted and watched them flare out.

	“What do we do first?”

	“I have been ordered to check and see if you need rest, and if you don’t, an assessment is scheduled.”

	Ainora put her hands on her hips. “Well, Yinfa, I have plenty of energy, so let’s get the assessment out of the way. White isn’t my colour.”

	Yinfa smiled and led the way out of Ainora’s quarters and down the hall. She was already placed as a specialist, but there were still the technicalities to adhere to.

	Ainora kept looking over at the scarlet skin and white hair of her guide.

	Yinfa grinned. “I am pretty sure that they assigned me to you just to help you get used to other species.”

	“Do your ears have two points?”

	“They do, and my nose does split down the middle, oh and my tongue is forked. You haven’t even commented on my tail.” Yinfa laughed, her golden eyes gleaming.

	“I didn’t think it polite.”

	Giggling together, they walked down the halls until they reached the assessment office. Iyanna and Vesa were waiting to scan Ainora with the ubiquitous tea.

	Iyanna did the assessment and Vesa helped to apply the information she discovered. All being together in one room made the arrangement go faster.

	Iyanna sat across from her and extended her hands. “Place your hands in mine, Ainora. It will help the focus.”

	She slipped her hands into the other woman’s and jerked at the cool touch of a mind around hers. It didn’t touch her thoughts; it touched everything surrounding her thoughts—her decisions and their consequences. For that moment, she felt that she could see a sliver of her future, and while it was wild, it was a good one.

	Iyanna let go and rubbed her hands together. “Well, that is strange. Do you realize that you have tucked your talent up into a narrow segment of the spectrum you are capable of?”

	Ainora reached for her cup of tea. “I beg your pardon?”

	“Your talent for analysis could be expanded into medical, environmental and situational, not just technical. Your mind is designed to take all the little pieces of a situation and find out what is wrong. That analysis is not confined to your chosen occupation.”

	Yinfa sat quietly in the corner, watching with her strange colouring and attentive eyes.

	Vesa was nearly bristling with curiosity, and Iyanna was rubbing her hands as if she had gotten an electric shock.

	“You are very strong.” Iyanna flexed her hands.

	“So, you assess me and Vesa…”

	Vesa snorted. “I observe. I would like to see you in action. Once I can see your talent at work, I can help you choose courses that would build your skills.”

	Iyanna refilled the cups and handed one to Yinfa. The young woman thanked her and sipped slowly.

	Vesa drank and cleared her throat. “I will need to follow you to a few of the areas around the building to determine if your analysis talents can be expanded on quickly or if they would need coaxing.”

	“You can tell that by watching me?”

	Vesa smiled and set her cup down. “I can tell that by your instincts fighting at your control. I can see waves of energy, the patterns of talent. Iyanna can see what you could become if everything is done to progress with your skills now, and I can see what your baseline for reaction to stimuli is. Some psychic-related talents can be seen in their interaction with Iyanna, but I think you need something more in the physical range. Would you care to go to a trip to medical?”

	Iyanna picked her cup up. “You need a baseline for medical anyway. May as well get it over with.”

	Ainora blinked. “Baseline?”

	“It is the setting to which our healers will try and set you if you are ever injured on duty. When your vitals then match your vitals now, they will know they can rest.” Yinfa smiled.

	“Will it hurt?”

	Yinfa shook her head. “No. The scanners are painless. The blood chemistry might sting a bit but nothing invasive.”

	Ainora looked to Iyanna. “Can I go then?”

	“Please. If you can unlock what you are to the full extent, there will be little that you cannot achieve. All I have done is assess your potential; you are the one who has to find it. I wish you all the luck and determination I can.” Iyanna inclined her head.

	Yinfa led her and Vesa out of the office and through the halls of the vast construct that was Citadel Morganti.

	The medical facility was large, but it was quiet. If there were ill folk in the building, they weren’t gathering in medical.

	A few attendants came toward them and smiled when Vesa told them what was required.

	Nervous, Ainora asked, “So, Vesa, you and Iyanna seemed to have worked together for a while. Have you been here long?”

	The medics steered her into position on the footpads and removed her robes, leaving her the bodysuit.

	“We transferred here from Wetura. There is so much more happening in the Citadels close to the Sector Guard bases that we jumped at the opportunity.” Vesa smiled. “It has been a good move so far.”

	Ainora watched the body language that Vesa took on. “Can you two have children?”

	Yinfa jerked in surprise, and Vesa gave a slow smile. “Your perception is impressive. Do the Resicor have same-sex marriage?”

	Ainora held still for the medic while the scans ran light and sound across her. The unit was slightly out of synch, but it performed admirably.

	Vesa was watching her intently as the machine completed its cycle.

	Ainora smiled. “No, Resicor governments do not support same-sex marriage, but it also does not arrest or destroy those who would engage in it. They simply ignore it. Now, if you were known to be talents and living any kind of life, they would lock you up. They can only hate one thing at a time.”

	She sat on the medical bed and let the medic take blood samples. “When was the last time you had your machine calibrated?”

	The medic blinked. “I don’t know. The administrator takes care of that.”

	Vesa walked to the wall com and made a connection. She spoke quietly and then disconnected. “Five minutes to a tool kit and you have full authorization to do what you can.”

	It took less than five minutes for the novice in white to skid in with a large tool kit that he brought straight to her. Ainora took the kit, and she skittered over to control panel, opening the unit with the ease of practice.

	She looked at the readout, and she could see that one of the light filters was clogged and the sound unit was being muffled. Knocks on the housing brought her to the problem, a solid thunk instead of a hollow clang.

	Opening the housing up, she yelped in surprise as a small object came out as if it had been under pressure. She lifted the item up and laughter rang through the room.

	The medic that had set the exam up said, “I will let Fixer know we have found it.”

	Ainora reset the scanning light and checked the flow on the sound. “Much better.”

	The medic cleared her throat. “Would you submit to a second scan to check the readouts?”

	Ainora nodded. “Sure. Just let me close it up.”

	She fastened the panel with ease and put the tools back in the kit. She brushed her hands off on her white suit and stepped back into the scanner. The light was better and the sound that measured her bone density was clear.

	The medic looked at the results and cursed. “Well, that explains the fuzzy baselines we have been getting. Thank you, Novice Lenz. I will file the repair under your account.”

	Ainora picked the toy off the floor. “See that this gets back to its owner. How long has it been?”

	The medic took the small, fluffy object. “Two months since Fixer was last here. I am guessing that her little guy shoved this through the wall.”

	Vesa grinned. “We call him Pusher. He tends to shove inanimate objects into each other.”

	“What does his mother think of that? How does she cope?”

	The medic laughed. “She usually just opens the wall and retrieves the item. It is always in good condition, just passes through one layer and into another.”

	“She opens the wall?”

	“His mother is Fixer. She is a master manipulator of matter, a legendary figure.”

	Vesa opened her mouth to speak when Lyon Tacks staggered in with his arm around the shoulders of another man, equally intimidating.

	The medics surged toward him and that was when Ainora clued into the fact that they were healers. She walked toward them as they pried the bodysuit away from the deep mahogany skin to show a silvery bruise taking up his abdomen.

	Yinfa and Vesa stayed back as Ainora was drawn to the man who was panting and groaning on the medical bed. She had never been this close to someone who was injured. His breathing was laboured, but there was something in there, something else. She didn’t want to touch an active healer, but grabbing her robe, she looped it around the wrist of one of the medics and pressed it over the lower lobe of Lyon’s lungs.

	“Here. The bleed is starting here.”

	The medic flinched but closed their eyes and cursed, urging the other medic to abandoned the pooled blood and stop the fountain.

	Lyon flailed around, and she gripped his hand with hers while the medics continued to work.

	Ainora looked to the man who had brought him in. “What happened?”

	“A new talent was working on his strength training, and he lost control of his talent in the gym. Tacks stepped into the line of fire and took the concussive blast to the abdomen instead of letting one of the new females take the hit.”

	The urgent grip on her hand eased, and the medics relaxed their stances as less and less energy was needed to repair the damage. Clearing pooled blood out of his belly was the easiest part of the healing and didn’t cause him any pain.

	She patted his hand. “Have a good day, Lyon. Get some rest, you look like hell.”

	He chuckled. “Thank you, Ainora.”

	She tried to release him, but he wouldn’t let her go. His fingers held tight to hers and his yellow gaze bored into hers. He tugged her hand to his lips, and she went scarlet as he kissed her.

	Blushing, she waited until he released her and jerked her hand back. “I have to continue my assessment. Get some sleep, Lyon.”

	He smiled. “I will. Good day to you, Ainora. See you soon.”

	She backed away.

	Vesa smiled again. “Come along, Novice. I think I have some ideas on how you can expand your skills.”

	Yinfa took Ainora by the arm, and they left the medical centre for the core of the Citadel. By their determination and the activation of the top floor, they were heading to deal with the Dhemon.

	 


Chapter Six

	 

	 

	Turnari smiled in delight at Vesa’s report.

	“Congratulations, Master Analyst Lenz. You are now part of the technicians’ division.” The Dhemon was pleased.

	Ainora had to ask. “Great, what colour do they wear?”

	Yinfa’s shoulders shook. “White.”

	“Oh, come on…”

	Turnari blinked, “You don’t like white?”

	“I wore it for Resicor; I do not wish to wear it for the Citadel.”

	He bit his lip. “There may be some flex in that. I will send your request to Fixer. She is willing to kit you out tomorrow and would like you to take a look at a few creations that are not quite performing up to her standards. She would like a diagnosis.”

	“Is that to be my lot?”

	“She can fix her own toys. Trust me. Yinfa will take you for a meal and then back to your room until tomorrow. The database is at your disposal. As a master, you can research anything at any restriction rating.”

	She looked at the others in the room and then back to Turnari. “How is it that I am considered a master? I have only been at this for a day.”

	He tilted his head until his horns gleamed. “The term master is saved for either a person who has mastered all aspects of their talent or for someone who has a talent no one else has in scope and potential. That means you. Based on Vesa’s report, you are the strongest analytical talent on record. That gains you the title of master. You will grow into it.”

	Ainora narrowed her eyes. “If you insist.” She got to her feet.

	Yinfa was stifling amusement, and she kept it in until they left they were in the lift and heading for the main floor. “Ainora, I swear that steam was coming out of your ears.”

	Vesa smirked. “It seems you don’t like taking orders.”

	Ainora crossed her arms. “I don’t like wearing white.”

	Yinfa looked at the smears on Ainora’s suit. “That is obvious.”

	Laughing, they all went to dinner, and she was walked through the food that was suitable for her digestion. She saw several items that she would like to try but that would have to wait for a day when she wasn’t leaving the next.

	“The building seems new. How long has it been open?”

	The dining room was half-full and the lazy conversations spoke to a lack of crowding. It was refreshing after the cramped commissary on Resicor under the governing buildings.

	Yinfa smiled, “I believe it is three years now. There has been some rotation in staff as things settle, but, in general, we are a happily slow-growing facility.”

	Vesa smiled as well. “Iyanna and I have hopes of starting a family here, but we need to decide which of us gets to be pregnant, and, of course, we have to choose a willing donor.”

	“Of course. Would you go with your own species or settle for one that is compatible?”

	“I think we would find a worthy man with good instincts and work from there.” Vesa had a glow in her eyes.

	Ainora knew that look. Vesa was going to make her decision soon.

	Yinfa wrinkled her nose, and it did split when she did so. “I can’t imagine having a little one. Well, not until I am at least seventy. I am just getting the hang of my body without handing it over to another creature for two years.”

	Ainora blinked at the amount of information in that statement. Yinfa’s people lived long lives, had long gestation and had prolonged adolescence. It was fascinating what one outburst could tell her.

	She began to listen to Yinfa and Vesa, but she focused on every detail of their conversation until Vesa looked at her and laughed.

	“You are analyzing our speech. It is amazing; your aura turns purple with flashes of blue that matches your hair.”

	“And you are analyzing my analysis. I can see it in your posture.” She laughed and then yawned.

	Her body began to crash; it wanted to sleep and the clock was ticking.

	“I think I need to get to bed. I have left it a little too long. Please excuse me.” She rose to her feet and fought to stay up.

	Yinfa was at her side in a moment, putting her arm around her shoulders and supporting her.

	“Come on, Master Lenz. Let’s get you some rest in that nice, comfy room.”

	“I am very sorry about this. It hasn’t happened since I was a teen.”

	“You have used your talent fairly constantly today. You are entitled to exhaustion. Stamina will come later.”

	A new voice entered the conversation. “I will take her. Come on, Ainora.”

	Hands lifted her and she smelled pine. Her lids were too heavy, but she rested her head on his shoulder. “Hello, Lyon. You seem to be doing better. I thought you would be sleeping by now.”

	“I was on my way to my quarters when I saw you crushing your guide.”

	Yinfa’s voice was indignant. “I can easily hold her up.”

	“She is staying a few doors down from me. This is not a problem.” He shifted her against his chest.

	She patted his body with one hand. “You were hurt.”

	“I was, and I am very tired so no fussing. They gave me an adrenaline shot so I could get to my own room, but I won’t be too far behind you heading into sleepy land.”

	Ainora was rapidly losing her grip on being awake. She felt Yinfa grab her hand and open her bedroom door with it. As a group, they headed inside and Yinfa tried to scatter Lyon.

	“Master Tacks, please leave now.”

	Ainora heard him thud into her wall.

	“I am sorry, but I think I am going to have to rest here. I will leave when I wake.”

	Yinfa sighed, and Ainora felt Lyon fall on her bed. She didn’t care; she was gone.

	 

	Ainora sat bolt upright when her body had shaken off the fatigue. She looked around, and the dim light of her windows showed the broad bulk of Lyon in her bed, fully clothed. She checked herself, and aside from the robe being removed, she was still dressed.

	Sighing with relief, she headed to the lav and took a quick shower, only remembering her guest after she had put the bodysuit into the cleaner. Ainora used the dryer and wrapped herself in a length of towel before sneaking out of the lav and heading for her wardrobe.

	She groped around and found another suit, tiptoeing with it back into the lav. It took some contortions, but she got the suit on and got her hair up in its normal loose bun high on her head. Feeling armed for whatever happened next, she crept out of the lav and went back to bed. She hated going to bed dirty.

	Lyon rolled toward her, and she stifled a squeak when he put one of his deadly arms around her and pulled her back against him. She lay perfectly still while he settled his body to hers. When he resumed his even breathing, she relaxed and tried to get used to the feeling of someone holding her.

	It took her the better part of an hour, but eventually, she felt sleep claim her again.

	 

	When he left the bed, she woke immediately. The chill against her back and waist was surprising. Ainora got up and went to her dispenser, calling for two cups of tea. Tea seemed to be the default beverage of the Alliance and it tasted all right, so Ainora decided to get used to the blend.

	She sat at her small table and sipped at the tea, debating whether or not she was up to attacking breakfast.

	Lyon came out looking toward the bed. He blinked and refocused on her when she cleared her throat. She lifted his cup of tea with two hands and he smiled.

	“Good morning, Ainora.”

	“Good morning, Lyon. Take your tea.”

	He stepped forward and took his tea with two hands. “Thank you.”

	He sat on the chair opposite her, and she was amazed that it could hold his weight.

	He sipped at his tea and he gradually became more alert. “I will be able to return to my quarters after this.”

	“Good. I have an appointment at the Guard base today. I wouldn’t want to cut into your beauty sleep.” She winked and sipped at her tea.

	He gave her a narrow-eyed look. “Do you often fall over like that?”

	She wrinkled her nose. “I have been using my talent more than usual. I had a flashback to when I was a teen. It used to drain me then, too.”

	“Are you recovered?”

	“Yes, it is just a muscle that I haven’t stretched in a decade. I will have to work to raise my stamina.” She didn’t mention that that event would probably happen today. She had a funny feeling about meeting with a woman who could change matter.

	As they parted ways, he took her hand and kissed it again before disappearing out her door. She stared at the appendage when he couldn’t see her. Her skin tingled and her senses were trying to remember that soft warmth.

	She went to the dispenser and dialled a simple breakfast, sitting with a data pad and catching up on news of Morganti while eating.

	When Yinfa knocked, she was ready to go and they walked outside and stepped into a skimmer. Yinfa flew them across the empty, dusty plain and Ainora asked, “Can I learn to fly this?”

	Yinfa smiled. “Of course. I can teach you or one of the other acolytes can.”

	“I can really learn how to fly myself?” It was a freedom she had never imagined.

	“Of course. You can learn whatever you wish. That is the beauty of the Citadel. It is a private school first and foremost, using its graduates to earn its way. We work for it and it works for us.”

	“I am beginning to like the idea of working for the Citadel, but don’t tell anyone I said that.”

	Yinfa laughed. “Your secret is safe with me.”

	They landed on the tarmac of the Guard base and Ainora’s day began.

	 


Chapter Seven

	 

	 

	Fixer was a pale woman with eyes that sparkled and her long, dark rainbow hair filled Ainora with envy.

	“Good morning, Master Analyst Lenz. I am Mala or Fixer if you prefer. I will probably end up calling you Lenz, so feel free to call me what you like. Yinfa, good to see you again.”

	“Good to see you as well, Fixer. Oh, here is that toy that the Master Analyst Lenz found.”

	Fixer sighed and smiled. She waved the cuddly toy at Ainora. “Thank you for this. His sister made him a replacement, but he knows that it isn’t the real one.”

	Ainora blinked. “Made him one?”

	Fixer lifted a block of wood and transformed it into a copy of the stuffy. “Like this. Radin would still know the difference.”

	“Where did the first toy come from?”

	Fixer turned the toy back into wood. “He was a present on his second birthday from his grandmother. She works at the Citadel training folk with a combination of etiquette and espionage.”

	Ainora grinned. “I might have to take that class.”

	“It is invitation only, but I am sure that Equilar can be persuaded.” Fixer rubbed her hands together. “Now, I am going to test your endurance by asking you to help out on a few things. As a member of the Citadel, you will be compensated for your efforts and any alterations you make to an existing machine. We are on the fine edge of discovery here. Many of the machines that started in this room are spreading around the stations of the Alliance and are coming into common usage.”

	Fixer walked with her to the doorway of a separate workshop. “These are all designed with a purpose, but they are falling a little flat. I was hoping for some kind of diagnostic. Since they have never existed before, it is hard to get the baseline that I need. I was hoping that you could help.”

	Ainora shrugged. “I will do what I can. Show me the first patient.”

	Fixer led her to a unit designed to heal broken bones and reinforce weak ones. “It can heal minor fractures, but it can’t laminate the bones the way I intended.”

	“Let me take a look.”

	Fixer showed her a bone sample taken from the kitchens, and she spread her attention between the displays and the bone. The crack in the bone healed, but when the reinforcement protocol kicked in, the bone shattered.

	Ainora flinched and leaned back. “I can see that you have a problem.”

	They brainstormed and Ainora came up with tweak after tweak to refine the healing portion of the mechanism. She had a few ideas on how to work the reinforcement of the bone, and by the time they had gone over all the possibilities and had lunch, Fixer was Mala and Ainora was Ainy. There was no place for formality when you were lying on your back under a control panel with a light emitter wedged in your cleavage and the woman beside you was doing the same.

	The kids came by to meet their mom’s new playmate. Radin squealed when his toy was returned to him. He was a chubby toddler with deep grey skin and his mother’s hair. His sisters were light and dark skinned, respectively, and they kept a close eye on him as he ran around the workshop. A nanny watched them all, and when Radin moved too close to something that could fall on him, the nanny was there in a blur of movement.

	Mala handed Ainora a cup of tea and said, “Chahlok has been a welcome addition to our family. I would never be able to manage the kids without him and remain on active duty.”

	“Super speed is necessary to take care of your children?”

	Just as she said it, one of the girls disappeared and reappeared next to her mother. Mala grinned and stroked her daughter’s hair. “It helps.”

	Chahlok grinned and kept a watchful eye on his charges as they ran out toward the tarmac. “I will take them out for their exercise. Junior is joining us, so it should be a fun afternoon.”

	A small creature holding the hand of a much larger adult came into the open doorway. As one, Mala’s children squealed and ran toward the little person. Chahlok led the way out of the building with his short herd moving ahead of him. He had a pack on his back and water bottles lined up in an exterior pouch.

	Mala grinned as the adult that had brought the small child came in. “Hello, Kale.”

	“Mala. A new recruit for the base?” The man had strange eyes. Two colours were clearly visible.

	“No. Ainora is a diagnostic specialist with the Citadel. She is helping me with the bone regenerator.”

	The man extended his hand. “Ainora, I am pleased to meet you. I am Kale-Gant, the Avatar of Morganti.”

	She put her hand in his and felt a wave of power run up her arm. “I am pleased to meet you. What is an Avatar?”

	Kale blinked. “The ground beneath your feet is a world, and within the skin of that world is an active mind. Morganti is a living world, a living sentient world. I am the voice for the world. A portion of his mind resides in mine.”

	She leaned back. “What?”

	Mala smiled. “One in fifty inhabited worlds is a sentient world. In order to speak with those who have grown on its surface, the planet takes a host or an Avatar. When that Avatar communicates with others, they are speaking for the world.”

	“Does that happen a lot?”

	Kale-Gant smiled. “More than you would think.”

	“And was that your child?”

	“Mine and Carella’s. She is on assignment right now. Her call sign is Starbreaker.” His smile showed his pride.

	Mala chuckled. “My kids love playing with Junior. They keep trying to influence it to choose their sex.”

	Kale held up his hand before Ainora could ask. “My people choose their gender after they have reached an appropriate age. When Junior is ready to choose, it will be the right time.”

	“Ainy, what would you recommend as a bracing substance for the bones?”

	Ainora looked at Mala, all business again. “You need something that is flexible at a range of body temperatures and that does not contract with heat or cold. Where is Yinfa?”

	Mala smiled. “She went to the commissary to get second lunch. I get a little peckish.”

	Ainora nodded. “Do you have a list of possible bio-neutral substances that could be used inside a person as an implant?”

	Mala handed her a data pad, and Ainora did her homework.

	Two hours later, she had found six possible substances and Mala was working through every one.

	Ainora watched and analyzed the result. She only swayed a little with fatigue. Kale had left them after a few minutes to take advantage of some rare alone time. Ainora didn’t ask what he was doing as he was never really alone, but she imagined it had something to do with running a planet.

	“How many folks are here at the Guard base?” Ainora perched on a stool and watched Mala work by creating tiny shifts to the existing equipment.

	“At any time, there are up to ten pairs of Guards. A few couples are stationed here permanently, like myself and Shade, Relay and Effin, Seer and Order, Morph and Thinker, and Fury and Beast. Commander and Pilot come and go, but they call Morganti home for now. The others are settled here until another facility makes more sense for them. Morganti tends to work on the interspecies events that take place on the surface.”

	“Wow. All couples?”

	Mala chuckled and ran the grafting portion of the program. “When we start, we spend a lot of time in shuttles. Being a couple makes the trips more and less stressful at the same time. We have a partner built in and it makes us more aware of the risks we take, as well as more willing to work to the edge of our abilities to ratify the situation. It is a complicated dynamic but less damaging than having fleeting relationships that disconnect and reconnect over time. Those cause more stress in a team.”

	Ainora could see the point. She couldn’t imagine being in a ship with any of her ex-boyfriends knowing that they were sleeping with someone else.

	Mala watched the filaments creeping along the bone via the display. The filament extrusion was better, but Ainora suddenly remembered what she needed for the bones.

	She went into the main workshop and dug around until she found a length of rope. She returned to Mala and watched as Mala worked at breaking the bone. It was solid but that led to another problem.

	Ainora smiled and held up the rope. “This is the weave I couldn’t describe. According to my high school biology, you need your bones to create new blood cells. The bones are porous and need room to get the new cells into the bloodstream.” She pressed on the rope and exposed the weave. “This shape might work for you.”

	Mala smiled. “I will have to run the final past Effin, but this looks good. The extrusion has coated the bone, but it has made it rigid. You are right; it won’t be practical. The healing unit is ready for dispersal though. Thank you for your help.”

	Ainora smiled and she swayed in place. “Great. Before I go, I would like to ask if there is anything you can do for my clothing options?”

	Mala tsked. “I am so sorry. I forgot. I have a basic armoured suit for you when you are on assignment. You would be surprised how many people try and reverse repairs when they caused the tampering to begin with. Step one of that is taking out the tech.”

	“That sounds like fun.”

	“Oh, don’t get me wrong, you will feel the joy of a successful repair, but there will be danger involved. Have they assigned you a bodyguard yet?” Mala gave her a sly look under her lashes.

	“Not that I am aware of. Today is only my second day at the Citadel.”

	“Things move fast once you are on the roster. They will want to put you to work as quickly as they can. You have skills and are able to travel. This makes you valuable.”

	Mala beckoned and led her into a third segment of the workshop. The walls were lined with uniforms for males, females and things that were neither.

	Mala gave her a look over her shoulder and nodded. “I think you are going to need Udell Masuo. It is the best option if you don’t like to have dirt show, and it will defend you in case of attack, all while still letting you wear the white of the tech sector.”

	The folded fabric removed from the lit drawer was a soft grey. “How will that turn white?”

	“There is a screen over there. Put it on and find out.”

	Not one to sneer at new clothing, Ainora took the limp, warm fabric and walked behind the screen to remove her grubby white robes and suit.

	The feel of the grey fabric was a soft, warm breath on her skin. When she sealed it on her body, it started to move.

	“What the hell?”

	Mala cackled. “I have given you maintenance-free clothing for life. It will shift with what you want to wear and become that. It is called Masuo and it is a living being.”

	The fabric cupped and lifted her breasts, supported her waist and shifted into thigh-high boots over the white of the tech-sector uniform.

	She walked out and Mala applauded. “Well done. I knew you would be a fast adopter. Now, turn for me and think of your robes.”

	Ainora thought of wearing robes over the white of the fabric, and the suit shifted and flowed around her into robes. “How is it doing that?”

	Mala winked. “Honestly, it is drawing power from your body, as well as your mass. You have to eat more while wearing Masuo, but you will be protected.”

	Without warning, Mala lifted her hand, and from her wrist, a glow of power flared, sending a bolt toward Ainora.

	She yelped in shock and waited for the burn, but aside for a gentle tap, she felt nothing. “What just happened?”

	“The Masuo defends you. It becomes a neutral substance and absorbs the power of the blast. In the case of blade or projectile weapons, it thickens to defend you faster than thought. It can’t be bought, only given away. The Udell Masuo are grown in a hostile environment, and I train them to become suits from their original pod forms.”

	“Now, how do I get it off?”

	“You don’t. When you want to bathe or see your skin again, it will form a band or cuff around one of your extremities. It does clean you, but there is nothing quite like a proper shower.” Mala smiled.

	Ainora nodded and swayed violently. “I think I need to get back to the Citadel.”

	It was the last thing she said before everything went black.

	 


Chapter Eight

	 

	 

	Lyon was at her side and stroking her forehead when she woke. “You need a keeper, Ainora.”

	She wasn’t at the Citadel. “Where am I?”

	“The Guard base. Dr. Nywyn took care of you. Exhaustion hits you hard and no one was watching for it. Yinfa has been removed as your guide, and I have been put in her place.”

	A man that she recognized as a Wyoran came in and smiled at her. “Well, if you are awake, you are free to go. I have instructed Mala to create a level monitor for you until you get used to the power release that your talent causes.”

	“Thank you, Doctor.”

	A woman came through the door behind him. “Don’t thank him. He will get a swelled head. Hello, Ainora. If you are feeling up to it, I have a call for you.”

	The framework of metal around the woman’s features gave her a regal air, but Ainora recognized the voice. “Hello, Relay. I feel fine.”

	“Good. Let Agent Tacks help you and come to my offices. This way.” Relay turned and left with no further fanfare.

	The doctor shook his head. “Ignore her manner. Relay has a lot on her mind and the data stream takes priority. If we didn’t share a room, I don’t think I would ever see her.”

	So, this elegant male was Relay’s husband. He seemed to take her power as base commander in stride. There was no reproach in his voice, just amusement.

	If he could love a woman with her mind in the data stream, there might just be hope for Ainora to find a guy who could put up with her flights of analysis.

	She slipped off the medical bed and her knees buckled. Lyon put his arm around her and slow walked her down the hall to Relay’s offices. “How do you know where we are going?”

	“This is one of the most secure facilities in the known worlds. Meeting Relay is part of the greeting into the inner circle.”

	She laughed, “It felt magical.”

	He snorted, and together, they giggled their way down the hall into the office of Relay, Sector Guard Base Commander.

	The moment they were inside, Relay pressed a button to latch the door, the lights dimmed and a holographic display came online.

	Seeing the woman in the image, Ainora had no doubt as to who she was. She walked up to the display and smiled as she was face to face with her great grandmother.

	“Greetings, Urikara Lenz, from you great grandchild.” Ainora curtsied; her Masuo formed a skirt around the hips of the bodysuit for the effort.

	“Greetings, beloved child. Ainora, you have done me proud.”

	The mouth didn’t move, but the face that was a reflection of Ainora’s own smiled slightly. Urikara floated with tubes and plugs spotting around her body. She managed to maintain a look of grace even run through by technology.

	“Thank you for getting me away from Resicor.”

	“Thank you for surviving your time linked to the government. Your parents were frantic, and I did what I could to answer their call. I have never met my grandson, but he seems to be a good man.”

	“My father is a very good man. He loves music beyond anything except my mother. She comes first and that is how it should be. She keeps his mind from getting lost in the music.”

	Urikara spoke again. “You are going out into the worlds, and I just wanted you to know that I am proud of you and will be watching your progress. If you need anything, just call. Relay has my pass codes.”

	“Can I visit you?”

	“No. I am in a secure portion of the archive, and it must remain secure. I continue the jump map project and that is my destiny, for now. If it changes in the future, I will let you know.”

	“How did you escape the purge?”

	There was amusement in the voice that didn’t come from her mouth. “I didn’t. I escaped what happened after, but that is a story for another time.”

	Relay jerked with eyes that were seeing something not visible to the rest of them. “She’s right. I have an urgent request for your skills.”

	In one moment, Ainora went from an unexpected family reunion to going back to work. Life was indeed hectic with the Citadel, but she was coming to appreciate it.

	 

	“Are you assigned to me on a permanent basis?” She yawned as she took the navigator’s seat.

	“It has been considered. I don’t need much sleep and you seem to need quite a bit at this stage.” Lyon smiled.

	She chuckled. “I wish I could argue, but I can’t. So, where are we headed?”

	“Luxan. They are in the path of a stellar storm and their global shielding has failed. They need you to fix it.”

	“How long until we arrive?”

	“We are in their system, but it will take three hours until we get to the first shielding station.”

	She blinked. “How long until the storm hits?”

	“Thirty-six hours.”

	“Excellent. Can I get you some tea?”

	“Please.”

	Ainora got to her feet and headed to the galley, admiring the different configuration of the warship to the first shuttle that Lyon had flown. They had guns and that alone made her a little wary of what they were truly heading out for.

	The food-coding system was still the same, and so, she fixed herself a purple meal, got Lyon a magenta one and set up two cups of tea. She brought the tray back to the command deck and set it on a ledge built for the purpose. She offered him the tea with both hands, and he accepted with a smile.

	“Thank you. Is that for me?” He sniffed with appreciation.

	“I thought you might be hungry. The galley said it had been six hours since your last meal.”

	“It is chatty.”

	“I like it. Much better appointed than the previous shuttle.”

	“That is true. The other shuttle was designed to baffle detection. This one is designed to get noticed.”

	Ainora blinked and thought about things for a while. She didn’t want to analyze it too deeply, but Lyon was connected to her in some way. “Why did you become my bodyguard?”

	Lyon gave her a surprised look. “I told you, we are a good team. There was no reason not to agree.”

	Disappointed, she stared out at the stars. “Oh.”

	He sipped at his tea. “And I could not bear the thought of you travelling with anyone else. I don’t trust your safety to anyone but me.”

	That was better. She smiled into her teacup and then began to work on her meal. She had no idea if it was breakfast or lunch, but she was enjoying it.

	They ate in silence, and he left her to return their cutlery and trays to the galley. He returned with more tea, and as he offered her the tea with both hands, he said, “Do you know where you want to start?”

	“At the central orbital station. Do they have atmosphere?”

	“Some might, some might not. The file is on the data pad in front of you.”

	She lifted the pad up and started to flick rapidly through the information. It seemed fairly simple, but there were fifty orbital stations and the flaw could be in any of them. She was going to have to make up her mind where the problem was and quickly.

	She brought up a display of the stations and checked each for visual signs of damage. She marked three down for work.

	“Do the Luxan have any idea what is going on?”

	“No. They are a growing species, a protected species. The less you know about them, the better, but they need to be kept safe.”

	She chuckled. “I am beginning to guess that when people tell me I don’t want to know or that I shouldn’t know, they don’t want me analyzing the situation.”

	He shrugged. “You are very intelligent. No one wants to be picked apart and understood. It takes us from creative and elegant beings into a connection of logic and propulsion.”

	“Wow. You have given some thought to this.”

	“I have. You are not the first intelligence asset I have guarded, but you are the only one I chose.”

	“Should I be flattered?”

	“Just know that I am honoured to be here and I will keep you safe.” He gave her a small smile.

	Ainora shrugged, and she looked toward the web of satellites designed to protect Luxan.

	“Third satellite from central is where I will start. The signal won’t pass it, so I will find out what the problem is and we will move on.” She stretched and mentally chuckled as his head and eyes immediately moved to track her. “I will have to sleep in between satellites, but I am sure that you will take care of me.”

	He shuddered slightly. “This is going to be a rough assignment, and it hasn’t even started.”

	“I am sure that you will come through with flying colours.”

	Lyon gave her a narrow-eyed look. “You are teasing me.”

	“I am. Congratulations. You have completed your analysis. I can hardly wait until you get a little more in-depth.”

	His cheekbones became more prominent, his eyes narrowed and his nostrils flared.

	She realized how her words could be construed, and she blushed but kept her gaze locked with his as they lined up with the maintenance hatch on the first satellite. “Excuse me. I have to go to work.”

	 


Chapter Nine

	 

	 

	The fourth satellite was the key to the whole grid. Ainora groaned as she slid through the maintenance hatch after repairing the linkage.

	She pushed her tools ahead of her into the shuttle and sealed the doors behind her. She flopped onto the floor of the hold and looked up at Lyon. “Disengage and test the signal.”

	He nodded and pulled the release. They floated free of the satellite and into open space. She shivered as he brought up the control pad, and she waited.

	“All linkages are firing. Security grid is back online. Well done, Ainora.”

	She closed her eyes and felt the surge of fatigue in her body. “Thank you, Lyon. I am going to crawl to my bunk now.”

	He laughed and lifted her, carrying her to her quarters and settling her into bed.

	The moment she was covered by the blankets, the Masuo shrank into the band on her elbow that she had come to accept as normal. After several naps, she had become used to the sensation.

	“You are sure that the signal is firing?”

	“The systems are online and small meteors are beginning to break up as they hit the shell. It is all we can do for Luxan and we are now heading home.”

	She nodded and let sleep overtake her.

	 

	Lyon was still at the helm when she woke up. “Your naps are getting shorter. You will be caught up to your talent in no time.”

	She sighed and settled in the navigator’s chair. “I am just worried that we did not do enough for the planet.”

	“We could not do more. Sometimes, you have to let something go to determine its own fate. You have done what you could; now destiny will step in.”

	Ainora pouted. “Destiny sucks.”

	Lyon laughed. “Don’t say that. It has begun a link between us that I never would have pursued if it hadn’t been for the first assignment.”

	That perked her up. “Have you been pursuing it?”

	“In my own way. The offer of tea is one of the first steps of courtship. Extending it with both hands is an offer of devotion.”

	She wrinkled her nose at him. “Of course it is. I noted something very formal about it that first time.”

	“And yet you took it anyway.”

	Ainora laughed. “I was thirsty.”

	Lyon laughed and reached out for her hand. He brought it to his lips and looked at her through his lashes. “This was the second step.”

	She cleared her throat. Her skin burned. “What is the third?”

	He got up and tugged her to her feet, kissing her gently until she went up on her toes to deepen the connection.

	He still smelled like conifer, and she enjoyed the feel of him against her.

	When he backed away, he smiled.

	“How many stages are there?” Ainora pressed her hand on his chest, and the steady thudding picked up the pace.

	“Thirty-seven. I hope you have patience and self-control.” He grinned.

	“I do, I also spend a lot of time in bed, so we can speed things up a little as necessary.”

	He paused, “Do you think you want to check out the other males at the Citadel first? Check your options?”

	She smiled. “No. I have worked with many men over my time on Resicor, and I know the qualities I am looking for when I see them. I see them here.” She stroked his cheek.

	“Are you using your talent on me?” He took her chin between forefinger and thumb.

	“No. I am using instinct and intellect. Combined, they are very powerful forces.”

	He kissed her again and put his arms around her completely. “I agree. I just didn’t want you wanting me for my parts.”

	She chuckled. “That has to be at least stage nineteen.”

	He laughed and hugged her tight. “Twenty-two but good guess.”

	“Why such a slow courtship?”

	“To slow it down reminds the male that he must woo and win the female every day, and she becomes used to the attention and then demands it as her due. It becomes part of their lives.”

	“My parents do not need such reminding. They know that their happiness resides in the other at all times.” She smiled and kept her hands flat to his chest.

	“We are both bound by the traditions of our people. I will learn yours if you learn mine.”

	“Deal.”

	She had to reach behind her to shake his hand, but his laugh was well worth the effort.

	 

	“What was it like growing up with that kind of fear in the air?” They were sitting and watching the stars go by.

	“It was hard, but my family tried to make it easier for me. My skills were apparent when I was five. My father taught me to control it, to subdue it by humming classical music when it manifested. It still works, but I haven’t been doing it when I need to open my talent wide to everything around me. I believe that is what has been taxing my system. I haven’t been focusing.”

	“What was the society like?” He seemed determined to keep asking.

	“It was a strange atmosphere. Everyone was afraid, and if you were a talent, only your family could hide you. No one else would make the effort. There was fear in the air. So much fear.” It was strange that she was finally free to say it.

	Once she started, she couldn’t stop. “Every family had a story about a friend or relative taken by the government, forced to work, some encased in the dome, others just disappeared.”

	“This was accepted?”

	“It was one percent of the population. Ninety-nine people out of one hundred lived normal lives, untouched by the panic, the fear. But with every child, with every adolescence, they feel that fear. The talents would gladly leave, but we have nowhere to go.”

	He nodded, “And Resicor will not let you leave.”

	“No. They have a plan at work; that much I was able to see, but I don’t know why they hold us so tight when we would gladly leave.” She rubbed her forehead. “If only I could see the whole pattern, I would understand.”

	“Do you think anyone does?”

	“I am beginning to think Urikara does. There has to be a reason for her to have arranged the escape when she did.”

	“Probably, but she is known to have sight beyond sight. It is how she can pinpoint the jump sites at any given time. She can see the big picture and that is why she is guarded so heavily.”

	“Sight beyond sight. I wonder what colour her robes would be if she wore them?” Ainora mused and watched their approach to Morganti.

	“That is a good question. Put your mind to it and work it out.” Lyon chuckled. “I will bring us home.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Deep under the surface of Morganti, Urikara greeted her visitor. “Hello, Kale-Gant.”

	“Greetings, Seer. How are you this fine day?”

	“Concerned. How long do you think it will take Lyon to consummate his union with my great granddaughter?”

	Kale-Gant cocked his head. “I don’t know. Are you talking the physical act or the courtship itself?”

	“The courtship. She won’t be safe until they are together as a unit. They need to be bonded physically as well as emotionally. It is important.”

	“Important to the plan?”

	Urikara sent an exasperated snort through the speakers. “No, it is important to her happiness. She needs a life and she needs to put Resicor behind her. I would not object to a great-great grandchild, but that can wait.”

	Kale-Gant asked, “Do you need anything?”

	“No, but thank you. I am keeping track of Ainora. They named her after my mother, you know.”

	He smiled softly. “No, I didn’t know.”

	“Ainora Arborough, the greatest diagnostic talent ever to work in a hospital. I am guessing that my grandson had good instincts when his child was born. She looks just like my mother.”

	“I believe she looks just like you.”

	“That reminds me, how is Junior?”

	“Growing fast. We still have no idea what sex will be chosen, but Carella is making comments that lead me to believe she wants another. I have no objections to another Berhar running around, but the waiting is driving my dear wife nuts, and she is not very tightly wrapped at the best of times.”

	Urikara looked into Junior’s future and saw what the child would become. She laughed.

	“What do you see, Urikara?”

	“I see your child surrounded by siblings. The Berhar will make their way back, but it will take some time.”

	“Anything about Junior?”

	“Not that I am willing to tell you. The child will grow healthy and strong and make a decision based on reason and not on the sex of those around it.”

	Kale-Gant checked the equipment and nodded. “I will wish you a good day. I need to return to my stubborn child.”

	“Good day, Avatar. I will be here if you need to talk, as always.”

	Kale-Gant left and Urikara was alone to contemplate the future and continue mapping jump points.

	To think that all those years ago when she had piloted the escape pod of the Raider ship to Morganti, she had thought she was destined to die.

	The tank she was in helped her stay alive to see her people out of their troubles, but the effort it took to remain upbeat was exhausting. Seeing Ainora running around and becoming the woman that she was designed to be was enough to give Urikara energy through to another generation. She hoped that it would be enough.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Ainora curled up on her side against Lyon with her head leaning on his chest and one leg bent over his knees. She rubbed her cheek against the light furring on his chest and smiled.

	They had skipped a few numbers on the way to twenty-two, but Lyon didn’t complain when she made the first move in her quarters at the Morganti Citadel.

	The rest of the moves had been all up to him, and to her surprise, he had been careful not to scratch her with his arms.

	“So, I have shamed my ancestors by jumping into bed with you.” Lyon sighed deeply.

	“Will you get over it?”

	He laughed and rolled her to her back. “I think I already am. My ancestors will just have to hope that the next generation is more honourable.”

	Ainora looped her arms around his neck. “That sounds like a solid plan. My ancestor is in a jar somewhere. I hope she is happy with how things have turned out.”

	Lyon kissed her and started to work down her body. “I don’t think that things are done turning.”

	She shivered and leaned into him. “I hope you are right. I am just getting started.”
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