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      Artist in Residence Series, Galaxia Alia

      Readers who love Tales of the Citadel, Terran Times Second Wave, and Mechanical Advantage will enjoy the unique universe of the Galaxia Alia, its resourceful females, and sexy males...
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      Beams of Power

      Light Sculptor An’Ish Dy is on Jump Station Beta for her big break -- a major concert starring Klonee singer, Quuee. She’s met dishy Commander Mazim Edun and things are going well… Until there’s a major construction accident.
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          Jump Station Delta, Delta Sector, Galaxia Alia

        

      

    
    
      League Galaxia Commander Mazim Edun noticed her as she exited the ped-track. His initial observation was second nature. A security specialist, he was aware of his surroundings and everyone within. Always.

      She had two travel crates and handled them like a pro. Further evidence of her experience, the crates were a heavy-duty matched set, designed to clamp together and travel as one unit. A quick glance showed that they were high-end and each had its own antigravity unit, so it didn't matter which way they were stacked. They seemed to be marked on all sides — An'Ish Dy Light Sculptor.

      She guided them straight to the cargo loading area. The attendant waved his identi-wand, said something to her and they laughed. She replied and turned away, still smiling. Seeing her smile, he straightened, his previously casual interest now more focused and personal.

      He shouldn't have been on this flight.  He shouldn't have seen her. In fact, if Trinee hadn't insisted on the schedule change...

      He put it in context. Forecaster Anurahdi Trinee had made the request. So, this likely meant something, and if he was lucky, it meant something significant.

      As it happened, she took a seat across from him in the boarding area. She glanced around, and he felt her gaze pass over him like a caress. He'd heard about this — allun gonu — but hadn't dared to hope that he would experience it himself. Thank you, Trinee. The thought was silent but heartfelt.

      She was his potential mate, now all he had to do was convince her.

      After her initial glance around the seating area, she ignored him and his League Galaxia uniform. He was amused to note his disappointment. While he didn't consider himself vain, he was used to garnering attention, especially in uniform.

      Her sparkling eyes, green skin, and dark red hair identified her as Chill'ra... and if he remembered his bio-geography correctly, the dark, almost emerald tones said she came from one of their outer planets. She wore a well-tailored charcoal gray jumpsuit, low boots with gripper soles, and had a beautiful but practical cross-body bag strapped across her chest. Her mode of dress indicated that she was prepared for unexpected gravity loss. She looked every inch the experienced traveler.

      A short while later, the computer generated boarding announcement was made in Galaxia Alia's approved six languages. Three different subtitles were displayed on the screens along with the standard percussion translation for those races that processed information by vibration. Jump Station Delta served four incoming jump points. Like all the Jump Stations, it acted as a major travel hub, so it hosted a myriad of species.

      In response to the announcement, his potential mate leisurely finished whatever it was she'd been reading on her tablet and stowed it back in her cross-body bag.

      When it was time to board, she was two passengers ahead of him and he noted that she didn't even reach his shoulder. That surprised him. All the Chill'ra he'd known — male and female —  were his height, or close to it.

      "Welcome aboard Jump Shuttle 405..." The steward glanced at his chip and added smoothly, "Commander Edun."

      He nodded politely. "Thank you. Are we on schedule?"

      "We are, with no delays expected."

      Jump Station Beta, their destination, was undergoing a massive expansion, and Mazim had run into landing and departure delays several times. He was happy to hear that none were expected today, but privately bet himself there was at least a 50-50 chance of an unscheduled delay.

      He looked past the steward to see the light sculptor — his light sculptor — snag one of the workstations set in the outer perimeter of the cabin. Demand for the desks was usually strong because many commuters wanted to work during the flight. This flight was off hours, so there was less competition.

      He chose a seat two rows over, but with a clear view of her.

      Throughout the trip, she worked hard, her professional grade tablet fully extended and both screens active. She had the audio set to private and from what he could see over her shoulder, she was watching a performance of some type on one screen while taking notes on the other.

      He passed the time gleaning as much information about his potential mate as possible. He started with a universal search for Light Sculptor. He hadn't seen many live performances of any kind, and so that world was unfamiliar. Next, he added her name to the search string and discovered she was well known with an extensive work history, which obviously explained her travel experience. He visited her comm-net site which had a list of upcoming performances. She was scheduled for a series of concerts on Jump Station Beta, their destination.

      He read with interest. She created the lighting for performers — singers, dancers, any kind of live performance. He noted that she also provided support for the Galaxia Alia Artist in Residence program. Based out of Delta Sector, she worked all across Galaxia Alia. No wonder she was a relaxed traveler.

      He ran distances in his head and was amused to find that she'd probably traveled more than he had as a member of the League Galaxia. At the jump point, she'd ridden out the momentary discomfort as though it was nothing, and now he understood why.

      As the shuttle approached Jump Station Beta, she folded her tablet into carry mode and pulled up an app.

      The crease between her eyes implied that the app was unfamiliar. He was amused when she shook the tablet, her frustration evident.

      Standing behind her as they waited to exit the shuttle, he could see two apps on her screen. One he didn't recognize. The other was the familiar Station Positioning System app.

      He passed through the gate and the attendant greeted him. "Welcome back, Commander Edun. I hope your trip was pleasant."

      "Thank you. It was. No delays."

      There were few travelers, and the attendant took the extra time to chat. "Yes, sir. We're having a good day today. This station construction project has been a challenge."

      "And seems like it is going on forever?"

      "Very much, sir. I've heard that it is 75% complete, but my bet in the station pool says the last 25% will take as long as the first 75% did."

      "I suspect you are correct, unfortunately." With a final nod, he left the arrival gate and its attendant.

      Throughout the conversation, he'd been unobtrusively watching his little Chill'ra. She'd just collected her travel crates, and consulting her tablet, she started to move.

      Still intrigued, he drifted behind her, careful to appear unthreatening. He expected her to head directly to the luxurious main station, possibly to the large theatre at the center of the complex. Instead, she surprised him when she turned toward the utilitarian shipping bays.
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          Jump Station Beta, Beta Sector, Galaxia Alia

        

      

    
    
      An'Ish consulted her tablet, again, and surveyed the information provided by the Find App. It was supposed to home in on the tracking chips embedded in her equipment boxes.

      She cocked her head as she tried to decipher the unfamiliar app. Usually, her assistant Felif handled this, but he wasn't here for this job. He was at the far side of Delta Sector, supervising the breakdown on one job and the set-up on another job.

      This series of concerts had been added at the last minute, and An'Ish would be covering it all herself from set-up to tear-down, with help from a stage tech on station. She was on her own.

      She checked the clasps on her stacked travel cases, grabbed the integrated handle, and headed off.

      She entered the working portion of the station, toward the shipping bays. Sound rang off the hard surfaced walls and floor. Little effort was made to dampen the sound beyond what was needed for practicality's sake and there was no attempt to beautify the functional construction. It was strictly utilitarian, although well lit. The signage was clearly provided for workers, rather than station visitors or tourists.

      Pedestrian traffic was moderately heavy, and much later she remembered seeing respectful nods and salutes happening as she passed... directed somewhere behind her.

      After fifteen minutes travel, she was deep in a shuttle hanger, staring at her two road boxes. Evidence of the station expansion was everywhere and here in the bowels of the facility, building materials and equipment filled every available space.

      At a quick glance, the situation with her road boxes appeared good. At a quick glance... But as she looked more closely, her heart sank.

      The two long custom-built crates were secured to their also custom-built grav sled. Seeing how crowded this end of the station was, she knew she'd hit the lottery because there was enough room to get the grav sled out of its parking slot. Unfortunately, although she knew for a fact the crates had left her warehouse properly stacked, somewhere along the line they'd been reversed.

      The one on the bottom should have been on the top, since it was the one with the tie downs for her travel cases. With the travel cases secured to the top of the road boxes, one person could handle the sled. Now, however, that wasn't an option.

      Further complicating things, there wasn't room beside the grav sled for her to set the crates while she swapped them off. And even though each crate had its own antigrav unit, if they were going to be swapped, it was still a two person job with a person at each end.

      While there was personnel traffic moving through this bay, it was clear that everyone was working, so asking for help was not an option.

      She checked the station map on her tablet and tried to calculate distances. According to her notes, the stage tech was only available for another hour or so today. If she wanted to stay on something that resembled a reasonable schedule, she and the road boxes needed to arrive at the venue as soon as possible.

      Although she knew there were no tie-downs on the top of the road box, she put a toe on the narrow edge of the sled, raised herself as far as possible and felt around the top of the road box.

      Nope.

      No miracle had occurred in the last five minutes. There were still no accessible tie-downs.

      "You need some help?" The voice, deep and silky, came from out of nowhere.

      An'Ish froze, then slowly turned her head. Standing on the grav sled and tiptoeing, she still had to look up a little.

      He looked familiar? Maybe? She'd been so intent on her work... Oh, wait! She did recognize him.

      It the League Galaxia officer she'd seen on the shuttle. He looked like some vid director's idea of a hero. The crisp black and gold uniform set off his broad shoulders, his chiseled cheekbones and piercing eyes continuing the theme. Judging from his dark coloring and slick skin, he was even U'ngoloph, just like the current reigning King of Action Vids. He was considerably taller than she was, but that wasn't anything new. She was on the short side of Galaxia Alia citizens.

      "Errrr... Ummmmmm."  She stammered, then closed her eyes briefly. How embarrassing. Opening her eyes, she started over, resolutely ignoring what could have been a glimmer of amusement from him. "Not unless you want to help me get this grav sled to the station concert hall." At the last minute, fearing that she'd been too abrupt, she smiled.

      He smiled back.

      "I'd be happy to help you. I am Commander Mazim Edun, League Galaxia."

      She blinked. He was willing to help her? A League Galaxia officer? Perhaps in response to a flash of disbelief, he nodded encouragingly and repeated, "I'm Mazim."

      She found herself responding automatically. "Commander Edun, I'm Artist An'Ish Dy."

      He gave a slight bow in her direction and startled her.

      She fought the urge to look around for someone who deserved a bow. The Galaxia Alia military was generally respectful, the League Galaxia perhaps most of all, but there was still a wide gulf between those who protected and everyday citizens, especially those who created.

      "Please, just Mazim."

      "An'Ish."

      "An'Ish." He drew out her name. "An'Ish, what can I do to help you?"

      Conscious of how valuable his time must be, she explained the problem concisely, finishing with, "In my defense, when I ordered these road boxes, I did order tie downs on all of them. But, there was a problem with the order and I got one case without them. Because of that, it's the last one we use, and we try to minimize the issue by making sure it's placed on the bottom, but obviously, this time that didn't work."

      He looked over the situation, a shrewd and calculating gleam in his eye. He looked at her. "You don't actually need to reverse the crates then, if you have someone to handle your travel crates?"

      "Not if I have someone to handle my travel crates," she agreed, not sure where this was going.

      This time he executed a full bow, accompanied by a charming, knee weakening smile. "Madam An'Ish... at your service."

      Her theatrical instincts kicked in and she gave a deep, end of performance curtsy. Hey, she might work backstage, but that didn't mean she didn't know onstage protocol. "Thank you, kind sir." On impulse, she batted her eyelashes outrageously.

      To her amazement he threw his head back and laughed delightedly.

      The startled reaction from three uniformed TiDens passing by reinforced her instincts that this was not a common occurrence.

      "Well, then..." He stopped laughing, although, there was still a twinkle in his eye. He went straight to the point. "Would you like me to take the large crates?"

      She cocked her head, considering. "Have you any experience with handling boxes like these. Because they're awkward and annoying."

      "Not exactly like those."

      "In that case, how about I take these, since I know all the tricks, and you handle my travel cases."

      In no time at all, he had her cases clipped to his and they were on their way.

      As they walked side by side through the broad corridors, he asked thoughtful questions about her work. He seemed genuinely interested and she found herself answering in far more detail than usual.

      [image: ]
* * *

      "So this job came through at the last minute. We were already committed to several jobs in Delta Sector. Fortunately, they were shows that I'd designed previously, so my assistant could handle them without me. The biggest issue was equipment. All my good stuff is out on other jobs so I'm here with the dregs. You know, the lights that don't quite work or that were on the replace as soon as possible list." She laughed. "I can do it, but there might be some interesting moments."

      They'd been walking for some time and were now at a large intersection. Mazim pointed left. "If we go this way, it should be considerably shorter."

      A heavy grill blocked the hall he pointed to. Off to the side, there was a high tech security keypad with print reader. The very look of things was far different from the utilitarian general access corridors she'd traveled in the past. This one was also barebones, with no ornamentation and on the other side of the gate was a clearly restricted area. An'Ish hadn't known this part of the station existed.

      She looked at the map on her tablet then pointed to the Authorized Personnel Only signs. "My Station Positioning System App doesn't even show this corridor. I don't have access for this part of the station and I don't want to get in trouble. I can't afford to lose any time." She'd had a vague sense of the station, having worked other jobs here, but she'd never had to collect her road boxes from the far end of beyond. She didn't have any idea of how to get to the auditorium, let alone the backstage loading dock.

      Mazim held up his right hand and wiggled his fingers. "Ah, but I do have access. I promise you, you won't get into trouble."

      She considered, then asked. "It's shorter?"

      He nodded. "Much."

      "And I won't get arrested?"

      He smiled. "Not if you are with me."

      That was when she noticed the dimple. He had a dimple. The League Galaxia officer had a dimple!

      With difficulty she pulled herself from the dimple distraction. Time was passing. She looked down the broad passage and considered the situation. She was running behind schedule. She HAD to get to the theatre while the tech was still there to give her access. Otherwise, she'd end up camping in the lobby overnight, making sure her equipment didn't get stolen.

      "Alright. But only if you promise to get me released from the station brig... unless they'll arrest you, too?"

      "They won't." He sounded certain.

      She checked the time. Even in a best case scenario she was cutting it close. "Let's go then."

      He grinned and waved a hand toward the hall. "After you."

      After a short distance, they passed yet another group of Galaxia Alia soldiers who saluted Mazim.

      She knew little about the military but from the respectful nods and salutes Mazim had been garnering, he seemed to hold a position of some authority. She looked up at him sideways, and asked the question that had been plaguing her since he'd stopped to offer help. "Why are you doing this? Helping me, I mean. You're a League Galaxia officer of some kind, aren't you?"

      "You needed help, did you not?"

      "Well, yes, but you're a League Galaxia officer?"

      "I am, but I like to think of myself as a helpful League Galaxia officer."

      His eyes twinkled as he said that.

      They twinkled.

      Surely that was not part of the standard League Galaxia package. She knew the LG was considered the elite of the elite, and judging by the reactions he was getting here on the station, everyone else knew the same.

      She decided to try a different tack. "Are you here on Jump Station Beta for a visit or for work?"

      "I'm here temporarily... as Acting Station Liaison."

      "Liaison?"

      "Yes, between the League Galaxia and the station, along with the station security forces and military staff."

      "Oh. I see." Actually, she didn't see at all, but they'd reached a section of the access halls she recognized. "I think the backstage doors are right around the corner."
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          Beta Memorial Auditorium, Jump Station Beta

        

      

    
    
      An'Ish pulled the grav cart over and rang the buzzer at the smaller personnel door beside the huge loading doors.

      The door opened, and An'Ish was greeted. "Artist An'Ish Dy, welcome." It was the venue technical director.

      She replied in kind. "Technical Director Ohan D'Khani, thank you."

      The formalities out of the way, Ohan asked, "Is that all you have? Let me open things up."

      He did something out of sight and with a pneumatic sigh, the large access doors rose. "Unfortunately, I have a previous commitment and need to leave shortly. We won't be able to do any set-up until tomorrow."

      An'Ish was grateful that he'd been considerate enough to tell her the same earlier, when he sent the station theatre specs. She knew that if she'd arrived expecting him to be ready to start work and he wasn't, her stress levels would have been off the charts. As it was, while losing a work call tonight was painful, she'd already adjusted her plans to handle it.

      Because the road boxes were low profile compared to most stage scenery, the massive doors only needed to rise about a quarter of their full height.

      An'Ish steered the boxes in and looked at the technical director. "Starting tomorrow morning should be fine. I'd like to charge all of the grav units tonight, though. That way, when we hang the lights tomorrow, everything should be ready to go. Where do you want me to put them, Ohan?" While she'd worked the venue previously, this task had been handled by her assistant.

      "Over there, An'Ish." He pointed to a large alcove stage left. She could see the charging station and there was easy access. Good.

      "How is Felif doing? He isn't here for this show?" As he asked the polite question, An'Ish was amused to note his sideways glance at her unusual companion.

      Aware of the tight schedule, she wheeled over to the charging station, making the introductions as she went. "Commander Edum, this is Technical Director Ohan D'Khani, technical director of the station concert hall. Ohan, this is Commander Mazim Odum of the League Galaxia."

      Mazim held out a hand. "Technical Director D'Khani, pleased to meet you. I am Commander Edun, League Galaxia, on temporary assignment to Jump Station Delta Security." An'Ish was surprised when Ohan snapped his fist to his shoulder in a salute and replied, "Staff Sargeant D'Khani, Galaxia Alia Marines. Retired. Sir."

      She maneuvered the road boxes in place beside the charging station and opened the cable access. Ohan came over to help, while Mazim watched with interest. "We got this gig at the last moment. Felif is over in Delta Sector, finishing one job with another scheduled right after. This opportunity was too good to turn down, but it also meant that my equipment is stretched to the limit. As a result, most of what I brought here is my backup. It all should work, but some of it may require a firm hand."

      Ohan laughed, and then asked perceptively, "First Klonee job?"

      She nodded. "It's my chance to move to the next level. It's going to be a success even if I have to rub two sticks together to provide illumination."

      "There shouldn't be a problem. While we're hammered with trade shows at the moment, we don't have anything but this series scheduled in the auditorium for the next two weeks. That's why we were chosen to host this series of fund raising concerts. I have the authority to pull from our equipment as needed, but if so, you might need to delay your departure a day and help me do the restore, since the staff will be working elsewhere in the station."

      "I can do that," she replied without hesitation. "Thanks. This is the chance of a lifetime for me."

      "We'll make it a success."

      An'ish caught a movement out of the corner of her eye. Mazim. He was standing there, listening with interest. He didn't seem to be impatient, but she was sure he had more important things to do than wait with her luggage.

      "Mazim! Forgive me. Here, let me get my cases and you can leave."

      He released the catches and pulled the cases apart. "Where do you want me to put yours?"

      "Right there is fine, thanks." She turned to Ohan. "What time tomorrow and how large is our crew?"

      "How about 08:00 Jump Station Standard? And tomorrow you'll have just me. We'll be shorthanded for this entire run. The station is hosting a series of galactic wide conventions, running back to back. Normally it would not be an issue but this concert series was wedged into the schedule at the last minute."

      An'Ish considered. "That actually might be for the best. You and I can get everything hung and programmed, and I'll finish writing the cues... Do you think we can borrow a spare tech for the focus? That's really the only time we need another body."

      Ohan nodded. "Let me see what I can do. Worst case scenario, can you do with someone who isn't trained?"

      "Hmmm..." She considered that. "Obviously, the two of us can set cues and focus. It won't be efficient but it is doable. But I do need someone on stage to focus on. So... I suppose if you can match the performer's height, we can use that person just to walk the stage."

      Ohan agreed. "Let me see what I can do. I'll check the performer specs and troll the station employee lists." He put a hand on her shoulder. "Don't worry. We'll get it done.

      She smiled and said warmly. "I know we will... it just might be interesting for a while."

      "So you're heading to your hotel now, An'Ish?" Mazim's low sexy voice made her want to melt.

      She looked at Ohan for confirmation.

      "That works," he agreed. "I'll be here tomorrow at 08:00 Jump Station Standard."

      An'Ish took her case from Mazim.

      Ohan said, "I can let you out through the lobby."

      "That would be great. Thanks. Which door do you want me to use tomorrow?"

      "I'll meet you at the lobby door."

      "Perfect!" She looked at Mazim.

      He smiled and gestured. "After you."

      [image: ]
* * *

      Once out in the station, Mazim turned to her. "Where are you staying?" The smile that accompanied his question made her tingle.

      She told him and as they made their way, she noticed the calculating glances he got from females of all species.

      She found it intriguing that he ignored them all and focused on her. She'd met enough stunning but self-involved male celebrities to appreciate his attention.

      Outside her hotel, he asked, "May I take you to dinner tonight?"

      Realistically, she knew she'd be better off to say no thanks, but... dimple. She could finish her work after dinner.

      "Thank you. I'd like that very much."

      He smiled and said, "I'll pick you up at 19:00?"

      "That would be perfect." She hesitated, then said in a rush, "Um... I didn't bring an extensive wardrobe. All I have with me is what I'm wearing, work jumpsuits, and an over the top formal for the performances."

      He nodded, taking her concerns seriously. "What you are wearing will be fine. I'll meet you in the lobby at 19:00 JST." He bowed slightly and turned away.

      She entered the lobby, her mind busy. This was a once in a lifetime job opportunity and she was going out on a date? Before she had her work done? Well, being scrupulously fair, not just a date, but a date with a League Galaxia officer. Who had a dimple. For the first time on this project, she was glad Felif was in Delta Sector, while she, and the dimpled League Galaxia hunk were in Beta Sector. If he were here, she knew her snarky assistant would tease her relentlessly.

      With a smile, she headed for the registration desk.
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          Travelers Inn, Jump Station Beta

        

      

    
    
      She overslept. Luckily she'd put her travel jumpsuit in the laundry-mech before she lay down for her nap, so it was fresh.

      Quickly, she washed her face, re-did her simple make-up and ran her fingers through her short hair.

      She donned her jumpsuit and looked in the mirror. It had been tailored to fit her trim figure. She was short enough that off-the-rack jumpsuits were usually a poor fit. She did a slow spin. She needed to dress it up, but she'd traveled enough over the last few years, so she was prepared.

      She pulled a soft jewelry case out of her cross-body bag, and opened it. Several beautiful beaded rope necklaces were arranged in individual bags, designed to protect them. It was obvious that they were not cheap, machine-made costume jewelry.

      One of her closest friends was Carlim, a talented beader in the Artist in Residence program, who had a shop on Jump Station Gamma. With all of the expenses involved in building her Light Sculpting career, An'Ish would never have been able to afford any one of these necklaces, but they had been gifts from Carlim, over the years.

      An'Ish chose one made of thousands of small spherical and cylindrical beads. They were mostly black, but had variations in finish — matte, black metallic, and even some translucent. There were also gold and silver metallics for added sparkle. At each end was an intricate fringe, formed of the same beads. The long rope was tied in an elaborate knot, forming a loop which slipped over the head. Any knowledgeable fashionista would know at a glance this was costly and handmade.

      She slung it around her neck and adjusted the knot then took a final look in the mirror. A last check of the time confirmed she'd make it to the lobby on schedule, if she didn't loiter.

      As she pulled her door shut and waved her hand across the lock, she admitted that it was probably a good thing she was running late. If she'd had too much time to think about it, she'd probably have been hit with cold feet. She, An'Ish Dy, had a date with a member of the League Galaxia...

      She gave a shake and reminded herself of the important point...

      Dimples.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mazim was early, deliberately so. He'd positioned himself for a strategic view of the lobby, watching for her.

      The lift doors opened and there she was. He saw her spot him and smile. He smiled back.

      They met in the middle of the busy lobby. She glanced down at her gray jumpsuit and said ruefully, "Thank goodness for the hotel laundry-mechs."

      He'd spent enough time with female members of the League Galaxia to know what was expected of him. He responded gallantly and truthfully. "You look lovely, and believe me, once someone spots that necklace, what you are wearing will be a moot point."

      She put a hand to the necklace. "Gorgeous, isn't it? It was a gift from a friend."

      Reflexively, he stilled. He suspected the jewelry was expensive. Had it been a gift from another male?

      She may have caught the movement, because she added, "A girlfriend makes them. This was my birthday gift two years ago."

      He relaxed, and looking at the necklace more closely, had a hunch. "Is that a Carlim Pa'Kelle piece?"

      He'd surprised her.

      "Yes, but how did you know?"

      "A friend of mine is trying to convince her husband to gift one to her."

      She laughed. "Good for her. I'd never be able to afford one myself. Carlim would be my friend no matter what but I like tease her and say I'm just in it for the jewelry."

      She looked him over and, surprise in her voice, asked, "You're out of uniform?"

      "I'm on my own time this evening." He checked the station status feed that played continuously across a huge monitor on the lobby wall. "I've made reservations. Shall we go?"

      "Reservations?"

      "I know you wanted a relaxed meal, so we're not going all out... yet." To his delight, a blush darkened her cheeks. "But we've had a large influx of cruise ships arrive and I wanted to avoid a long wait."

      As if on cue, the doors opened and a noisy crowd of tourists swept in. Mazim put a hand at her back, and they moved to the side, waiting for a pause in traffic.

      Leaning down, Mazim spoke quietly. "Judging by the preponderance of Azorts, this group is probably from a Ga'Roni Cruiselines ship. Would they be here for your concert series?"

      "I don't know. The first performance isn't for about five days, so I would think the answer is no. I can't imagine them arriving that early."

      At that point one of the rowdy bunch in front of them pulled out a banner and waved it, loudly announcing something in his harsh whistling language.

      Seeing the image in the banner, that of the popular singer she was here to work with, An'Ish said, "I stand corrected. This crowd does seem to be comprised of fans of Quuee." A guest passed her, wearing an elaborate costume. The ensemble was surprisingly accurate, sporting three simulated heads. Combined with the wearer's own, the result was a passable rendition of the performer, provided you ignored the wearer's eye stalks. Pausing, she added dryly, "Make that enthusiastic fans."

      Catching her eye, Mazim agreed with a grin. "Indeed."

      When another crowd entered on the heels of the first, further blocking access to the main doors, Mazim took her elbow and said, "Here, let's go a different way."

      He guided her away from the teeming and clamoring tourists, around a corner and out a small side door. As they exited, a small group moved past. Their security uniforms and grim faces told the story. Mazim was accorded brief nods as the squad entered the hotel.

      An'Ish raised an eyebrow in question.

      "They'll encourage our enthusiastic ambassadors of culture to express their support in quieter ways."

      As he had hoped, An'Ish giggled at his deadpan delivery.

      He held out his hand and without hesitation, she gave him hers.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The restaurant was relaxed and charming. Although Mazim was dressed as a civilian, the staff's reaction made it clear they knew he was League Galaxia. An'Ish reflected that it was like dining with a celebrity but less intrusive and far more respectful.

      To her surprise, Mazim let her order for herself, only offering suggestions if she asked. In response, she silently added considerate to her lengthening list of his positive traits.

      They chatted about places they'd visited, her work in general and her job here specifically.

      He'd shown genuine interest in the Artists in Residence program. While she was considered support staff, as a working artist, she was a strong advocate for it. Jump stations housed millions of civilians and their families across the Galaxia Alia and she was in favor of anything that made life more pleasant and enjoyable for them.

      [image: ]
* * *

      "Would you like to go up to the observation deck?"

      Mazim's question surprised An'Ish. "I thought all four of them were closed due to the station's renovation?"

      He shook his head. "One of them is still open, but thanks to several detours it's a fair distance away. On top of that, the ped track is closed, so few bother to visit."

      On her previous visits, her work schedule had been too busy to allow her time to be a tourist. This time, she had work back at her hotel room, and it needed to be done before morning. But, still, she was on a date with a tall, handsome charming League Galaxia Commander... something she'd never imagined happening. She'd stay up as long as necessary to get the work done. "I'd love to check out the observation deck."

      [image: ]
* * *

      Space arched over them, black and dramatic. The blastglas sphere of the observation booth provided an intriguing view of the immense jump station. While An'Ish traveled extensively, it had been years since she'd played tourist and watched as her spacecraft approached a station. She'd forgotten the scale of the immense structures. Off in the distance, glare from the work lights threw the complex nooks and crannies of the artificial planetoid into harsh relief.

      As Mazim predicted, there was no one around.

      "This is incredible. The scope of the construction is amazing. I wish there were a way to get a closer look."

      "I've been wishing the same thing," Mazim said. "It reminds me of a scene in a book I had when I was a small child. Males and their love of machinery, the bigger the better." He smiled down at her, and her heart skipped beat.

      "I had the same book, and felt the same way," she confessed.

      Their eyes met...

      A small, noisy group of Azorts entered the observation deck, intrepid enough to make the long trek and rowdy enough to break the moment.

      She gave a small laugh. "I need to get back. I have paperwork to do still, if I'm going to be ready to start on time tomorrow."

      He nodded and held out his hand.
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* * *

      Back at the hotel, the lobby was still a madhouse, this time filled with a mix of species. Mazim looked over the frantic scene and said, "While station and hotel security are good, I'd feel much better if you let me walk you to your room."

      At that moment, a careless guest sideswiped her with his travel crates. An'Ish stumbled forward, and Mazim caught her in his arms. Held safely against his strong, broad chest, she said breathlessly, "Thanks, I'd appreciate it."

      Once at her door, she turned. "Thank you for a wonderful evening." Yet another roving band of Azorts passed them, and she waited for quiet before saying, "And thanks especially for the safe passage back to my room."

      He shook his head, and gave he a wry smile. "I suspect the next few days will be interesting."

      As he leaned in, she raised her head, ready to meet his lips. She'd closed her eyes in anticipation when a shrill tone rang out. She felt the air move as he straightened. Pulling his tablet, he looked up ruefully.

      "Nwoki in the Happy Blossoms Commerce Court are unhappy about something..."

      She winced in sympathy. "And you need to go even though you are off duty..."

      "And I have to go," he agreed. He turned away, but stopped when she put a hand on his arm.

      He turned back, and she pulled him down for a kiss. There was a flash of surprise in his eyes and then he put an arm around her, pulling her close. His warm lips softened, and he ran the tip of his tongue across the seam of her lips. There was a shock of awareness she hadn't been expecting, but before she could respond, he released her and straightened, smiling ruefully.

      "Go, make the stations safe, and be careful... I've heard when food is involved, those Nwoki can bite like an ilan, even if they don't have venom."

      He laughed. "I'll see you tomorrow." It was a promise, not a question.

      She nodded. "I hope so, but I'll be pretty busy from now until opening night."

      "I'll see you." His tone was definite. "Now go on in and lock the door, so I know you're safe."
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      He found her in the commerce court across from the theatre, eating breakfast. From the looks of things, she was fueling up for a tough day. She had a large bowl of sweet tasha, a glass of juice, and an industrial size mug of caf'eene. Her tablet was open and one of her travel cases was pulled up beside her.

      Today's jumpsuit was a serviceable gray, more practical and a lot less flattering that her travel outfit yesterday. He did appreciate the way her broad, heavily laden toolbelt pulled on the jumpsuit, accentuating her curves. A pair of heavy duty work gloves was tucked into the belt and she had on a pair of sturdy boots he suspected were flex-steel.

      Maybe his assumption that a Light Sculptor worked with a tablet and looked pretty wasn't accurate.

      [image: ]
* * *

      An'Ish was focused on the upcoming work schedule when she felt a presence. She looked up and saw Mazim.

      "Good morning, An'Ish."

      He was in uniform so she suspected there was no hope for a good morning kiss, but that didn't mean no teasing. Channeling her inner vid goddess, she drawled in a husky voice, "What a wonderful way to start the day. Good morning, Mazim."

      To her delight, she saw faint color across those incredible cheekbones.

      As he moved to pull out a chair, she stayed him with a finger. "Wait." Looking him over with exaggerated care, she asked, "No Nwoki bites?"

      He flashed a grin and sat. "I am happy to say, no Nwoki bites on any of the station personnel. The Nwoki on the other hand..."

      "What was the problem? Can you tell me?"

      "I won't always be able to, but this time I can... Apparently, it was illicit love, and the Nwoki being wronged objected. Rabidly."

      Wait. I won't always be able to say... Did that mean what it sounded like? She pushed the thought aside and continued with the banter.

      "Rabidly? Really?"

      "Thankfully, no. All involved were appropriately inoculated."

      She laughed and he joined in.

      He gestured toward her tablet. "Did you finish your work last night?"

      "As much as I could. I'm a bit worried. I know that Ohan and I can get all of the equipment placed and programmed, but then we need a third person as a stand-in for the performer. While the equipment defaults for a rough focus, it's the fine-tuning that changes it from general illumination to artistic expression."

      "And artistic expression is the purpose of the exercise?"

      She nodded emphatically, and waved a hand. "Look around at the lighting here."

      The commerce court was one of several in Jump Station Beta and catered to tourists. The lighting was designed to provide ambiance as well as illumination. This was in marked contrast to the back station areas, where lighting was harsh, bright, and strictly utilitarian.

      For the first time, Mazim noticed the mix of light sources. There were charming street lamps, spot lights on the facades of the stores and restaurants, channels of light outlining ceiling details, and a general glow that reminded him of planetside sunlight.

      "I see what you mean."

      "Could Quuee perform effectively under general illumination? Sure. Of course they could. Their voices would still sound as lyrical, but... with artistic lighting, we enhance the audience's enjoyment. Just like a well-designed costume helps convey the character played by the actor and a beautiful stage set frames the performance, effective lighting intensifies the experience."

      "You said the equipment defaults for a rough focus?"

      "Sure. When we put it in place, we tell each instrument what it will be focused on. In this case, it will be on a single figure..." She grinned. "Although it is polite and respectful to refer to each Klonee in the plural, my lighting instruments see the single body as one individual... it doesn't allow for how many heads there may be. The default is always for general illumination. But, for instance, say I want to light the singer's body in a range of colors... say from red at the bottom, then orange, and finally, yellow on the face or faces?"

      "So it would take several different lights to accomplish that?"

      "The default would simply have three instruments with different color filters washing over the whole figure. But to create a pleasing effect, each of those three individual lights has to be carefully focused to make the colors blend and change as they illuminate the performer." She waited to see if he understood.

      At his quick nod, she continued. "So the light with the red filter would be focused to provide light from the floor to a bit above the singer's knees. The next instrument with the orange light would overlap that a little and then spread on up to the middle of the chest. The last light — the yellow one — would go from the chest area to above the top of the head or heads. In order to set that up accurately, I need a movable figure of the right height and the approximate width.

      "There are robotic stand-ins, but they're more effective in theory than in practice, since they still have to be guided on stage. While the technology is useful, in a case like this, it is far quicker to tell a sapient being to move back three paces."

      An'Ish's tablet chimed. "Oooops. I need to be at the theatre in five minutes." She stood and gathered up the remains of her breakfast. She tossed it in the trash-mech and picked up her tablet.

      "Here, let me take your travel case. I'll walk with you, if you don't mind?"

      "That would be nice." She pulled on her cross-body bag, clutched her tablet in one hand, and grabbed the large mug in the other.

      He lengthened the handle on the travel case to fit his height and they left.

      [image: ]
* * *

      "An'Ish. Commander." Ohan held the door open and they entered the lobby.

      "Thank you, Mazim."

      "An'Ish, do you plan to take a lunch break?"

      "I don't know. It will depend on how far behind we are. Ohan, did you find us someone to walk the stage?"

      Ohan waved his tablet. "Still working on it. We're short-handed across the board."

      "In that case, Mazim, I'd rate taking a lunch break as a strong maybe, maybe not..." She waggled a hand from side to side.

      "Well then, I'll stop by and see what the situation is." His tablet squawked urgently. He pulled it out and checked, finishing wryly, "Unless I am hip deep in rioting Azorts."

      As he started to leave, An'Ish called, "Stay safe." She spoke impulsively, and was shocked when he turned and winked. The flutter she felt surprised her. Oh, my. Oh, my.

      Bemused, she watched him stride out the door. A bit later, she had no idea how long, but she hoped it was a short time, Ohan cleared his throat.

      "Ready to get to work?"

      "Ye. Yes, of course. Sorry." She shifted her tablet and mug, to avoid looking at him, but she could feel his amusement.

      As he guided her travel case into the theatre, he spoke gruffly. "The commander is a good man. You can't do better than the League Galaxia."

      [image: ]
* * *

      Five minutes later, Ohan and An'Ish stood off to the side and watched as the auditorium reconfigured. For these concerts, there was a circular performing area in the center of the auditorium, with four catwalks coming out from it. Each ended in a slightly smaller circular platform. For reference, the catwalks were identified by the cardinal points — North, South, East, and West. The catwalk farthest from the lobby — North, extended on to the backstage area, providing access for the performer.

      In response to the program on Ohan's tablet, the performing areas were rising up from beneath the floor, and the tiers of seating were sliding into place.

      Once the stage was ready, An'Ish walked it, looking up, comparing reality to the plans of the theatre she had been given.

      She was pleased to see that for the most part, she had been working from accurate plans. However, standing on the performance platform in the West position, she spotted a problem.

      "Ohan, what's going on over here?. I don't have that big box attached to the ceiling anywhere on my plans."

      "Ugly, isn't it?" He stood next to her as they looked up. "I'm not sure what it is. Maintenance put it in when we had trouble with the ceiling. For the better part of a year I've been submitting weekly requests to have it removed. Is it going to be in your way?"

      An'Ish looked back and forth between her tablet and the ceiling. "I can't tell for sure. I'll have to wait until we get the instruments up. In the grand scheme of things, it shouldn't be. Unfortunately, from all of the vids I've seen, in that third song, Quuee does one of their spinning dances... moving to each of the four outer platforms. If it were just on one or two platforms, I would ask if we could adjust their planned movement. But, with that happening on all four..."

      Ohan winced. "That could be an issue."

      "Well, we'll have to wait and see." An'Ish had learned to be philosophical about things. It was one of the realities of traveling from theater to theater, as opposed to working in one theater all the time. It wasn't a question of whether there would be surprises, it was a question of how many and how critical. At this point, she didn't have enough information to judge how crucial this one was.
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      An'Ish was alone in the theater. Ohan had gotten an emergency call from the crew working in one of the meeting halls. Mazim had been a no-show for lunch, and she figured he was off dealing with a security crisis.

      Meanwhile, she was high up in the air, above the West performance platform and discovering that the big box in the ceiling was turning out to be a right pain in her you know what.

      She had four spotlights that eventually would be focused on each of the Klonee's heads. Three of them had been easily programmed, and were hovering exactly where they needed to be. The problem was the fourth lighting instrument. For some reason, she couldn't get it to move into position and stay there.

      She fiddled with the program, rebooted the program, rebooted the light's intelli-chip, and briefly considered pounding her head on the stage floor... if only because it would feel so good when she stopped.

      She analyzed the problem.

      In her favor, the instruments had manual over-rides, meaning that they could be attached in place by hand and then focused.

      From an artistic standpoint, that instrument was necessary. Eliminating it wasn't an option. So... she needed to take the anti-grav bucket up and check out the situation, up close and personal.

      Once in the air, the large black box attached to the ceiling made even less sense and also revealed that getting the light into place would be a bigger job than she'd anticipated.

      Together, the location of the mystery box, the ceiling configuration, and the size of the anti-grav bucket ensured there was no way she'd be able to hang the light. At least, not under normal circumstances.

      Under normal circumstances... She considered her options.

      Ohan would be gone for quite a while. There was no crew on this job, so right now she was completely alone in the theatre.

      He hadn't appeared for lunch, so it seemed that Mazim was also tied up somewhere, hopefully not literally confined. She paused to picture the handsome and ever so capable League Galaxia Commander lashed to a chair and surrounded by cavorting Azorts. Her mouth quirked in amusement. She shook her head resolutely. That was mean, even it was just a funny thought.

      So, back to the job at hand. Did she dare? It seemed that she was alone in the theatre with enough time to fix this little problem.

      She made her decision. Working quickly, she input the commands into her tablet. The lights closest to the problem spun from their original positions back toward her. She lit them, set them to maximum, and removed the filter programming. She needed their light output to be as close to pure white light as she could get.

      Next, she configured her tablet into its largest option, and set it to mirror mode. Pulling several heavy stretch bands from her toolbelt, she lashed the tablet to the anti-grav bucket railing. She wiggled it around until the lights hit it squarely.

      She put her hands out and gathered the light beams as they bounced off her tablet. She bound them together into a broad flat band of light. Carefully, she guided it toward the place she needed to hang the last lighting fixture. A small adjustment to the mirror placed the light path where she needed it.

      She did a final check that the tablet was secure. It was the weak link in this plan. If it shifted, gravity would not be her friend. From this height and with the seats directly below, if she fell, she'd be badly hurt if not killed outright.

      But, no need to think about that. It was secure and she needed to do this as quickly as possible.

      While she knew she could hold focus for an extended time, discretion took precedence. She hung the recalcitrant lamp on the bucket's lower safety rail and boosted herself up to straddle the upper rail.

      Holding on to the corner of the annoying black box, proving it was good for something after all, she stepped on to the top rail and partially straightened. Precariously balanced, she climbed onto the path of light. Kneeling, she reached down and grabbed the instrument.

      Awkwardly, she held the instrument in one hand, letting it dangle off the light path. She didn't have the clearance to walk upright so she was forced into a tedious one handed crawl.

      The light hung heavy, pulling painfully on her arm, but she couldn't put it down. The light bridge would only support her and anything directly in contact with her.

      When she got to the light's intended location, she shifted her weight back, and still clutching the heavy instrument, knelt upright. Carefully, she inched around on the narrow path, putting herself in place to physically attach the light to the ceiling. Once it was secure, she pressed the reset button. Fingers crossed, she'd be able to focus it remotely.

      She reoriented herself in line with the light beam, facing back toward the bucket. Conscious that she'd neglected to run a safety line, she crawled back slowly and carefully. With two hands, the crawl back to the anti-grav bucket was much quicker.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Because he was running late, Mazim decided to stop by the theatre and see if An'Ish and Ohan had eaten lunch. If they hadn't, he'd call in their orders and make the pickup himself.

      He crossed the lobby and through the auditorium doors. He paused in the gloom while the door closed behind him silently.

      At first he thought the large space was empty. It was certainly quiet. He noted that the stage and seating configuration was different from what's he'd seen that morning.

      As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, his gaze was drawn to a swath of light high in the air. Movement grabbed his attention. Not sure what he was seeing, he engaged his OptSpek eye-mech.

      As the mech zoomed in, it took his mind a moment to interpret what he was seeing. An'Ish was crawling on... nothing? Then he realized she was actually on a beam of light? He searched carefully, but could see no safety harness. Following his instinct, he kept quiet, afraid that if he startled her, she'd plunge to her death.

      Slowly it dawned on him.

      Somehow, she'd formed a path... No. Somehow she'd formed a bridge from beams of light.

      Terrified, he held his breath while she climbed back into the anti-grav bucket. She dropped her head, then straightened and took a deep breath. Those small gestures made him realize that she'd been scared, too.

      As he watched, she reset the lights, taking their focus from the bridge she'd created and aiming them back on the stage.

      While he wasn't sure exactly what he'd just seen, he did know it was remarkable. Reaching behind, he swung the door open and taking a step forward, called out her name.

      [image: ]
* * *

      An'Ish straightened. It worked... No one had seen her... and she'd made it back to the bucket safely. She considered that a win across the board.

      She heard a door whisper, then a voice.

      "An'Ish! Are you here? Ohan?"

      "Mazim! I'm up here. Did you just arrive?"

      "Yes. Sorry I got held up. Have you had lunch yet?"

      "No."

      She'd finished just in time.
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      "So we're all set until tomorrow?" An'Ish made notes on her tablet. They were right on schedule, thanks to her secret antics with the light beam.

      "Yes. According to the schedule, Quuee will be here for a walk through. You can tweak your cues as need be. They won't be performing but they have agreed to costumes, so you can see those, as well," Ohan confirmed.

      "Excellent. And, providing there's no bad news with cues and focus, we have a break until the premier, the next day?"

      "So it seems."

      "Wow. Pretty relaxed."

      Ohan snorted. "For you maybe... we're still scrambling with those conventions. I'm not sure who in station admin set them up back to back like this... and when we're already under heavy construction, but I wouldn't mind an opportunity to pound some sense into them."

      "Well, since my schedule is so light, and you came through for me, I'm available if you need me to help with set-up or anything." She grinned. "Just not tonight. Mazim and I have a date."

      Ohan laughed. "Another one? That's dinner and lunch together most days?"

      An'Ish felt the color run up her face. "Yes..."

      "And breakfast?"

      "No." It hadn't happened yet, thanks to the Azorts, but she didn't go into detail.

      Slapping her on the back, Ohan teased, "He's a good man. I'd approve if you were my daughter."
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      Mazim strode into station security's Command Central. He'd gotten the call at an inconvenient time, to say the least. He and An'Ish had just finished dinner and she'd invited him back to her room. Now, here he was, on the other side of the station.

      The Station Security Commander and her top lieutenants were gathered around a wall sized monitor, watching grimly.

      He realized this was a problem bigger than a few rioting music fans. "Commander M'Colo, what's happened?"

      She answered without taking her concentration from the scene in front of her. "Commander Edun. There was an accident on the station construction site. We have three workers trapped in one of the cranes and no way to get them down."

      Mazim stepped forward. One of the new spacecraft hangars was displayed on screen. Open to space on one side, it was so vast, the walls could barely be seen.

      The commander pointed... "Over there. Behind the rivet-mech.

      "It's a perfect storm. The gravity-mech is damaged so we can't turn it off and float them out. It's set at double the station standard. The crane has lost atmosphere and their suits have limited air. Moving the wreckage out of the way would take too much time, even if we had the equipment handy, which, of course, we don't. By the time we move equipment from the other construction areas, they'll be breathing vacuum."

      She looked at him, her eyes dark with frustration. "They have about two hours of air."

      "Can you show me the full situation?"

      "Certainly. Surveillance Tech Eptan, bring up all hangar footage."

      "Hangar footage, sir." As the tech worked the controls, the main image shrunk and moved into the upper left corner of the large monitor. Stacked directly below that were three other vids, while the fifth vid enlarged to fill the remaining space.

      Mazim noted the position of the obstacles. Working methodically, he had the Surveillance Tech bring up each of the vids for closer examination.

      After watching all five vids, each with a different perspective, he felt that he had a good grasp of the situation three dimensionally.

      There was an idea niggling in the back of his mind. In the upper right corner of the wall-sized monitor, a timer ticked down. It represented the estimated survival time of the team on the wrecked crane. It was a stark reminder of the situation.

      As things stood now, they could reallocate equipment, clear the debris field, and access the crane's carcass, but there was no way they could do accomplish that and save the crew. The reality was brutal.

      Or was it?

      He thought about that odd moment he had unintentionally witnessed.

      An'Ish crawling out over empty space.

      Crawling on a bridge of light.

      He asked for a holo representation of the construction site. "Is there a way to show me where the big work lights are located?"

      The Surveillance Tech displayed a new image on the monitor. "Commander Edum, the blue crosses indicate the work lights that we still control. The red circles indicate the work lights that were lost in the accident."

      He turned to Commander M'Colo. "There might be a way to save them, but it's entirely off-the-wall. I'm not sure that it will work, but I believe it's worth a try."

      The Commander searched his face, then gave a brief nod. "Do what you have to do.  Meanwhile, we'll work on the reallocation of the equipment. No matter the outcome, we will still need to clear the debris field."

      "I'll be back as soon as I can."

      As he left, Mazim used his comm to call An'Ish's hotel room.

      "An'Ish."

      "Mazim?"

      "I'm on my way. I need to talk with you. We have a station emergency and we need your help. I'll be there shortly."

      "Ummmm... Okay... is there anything I need to bring?"

      "Yes, please. If you could change into workclothes and boots."

      "I'll be ready." While her tone was curious, he appreciated that she didn't delay him by asking questions.
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      As he made his way to An'Ish's room, he considered his options.

      He hadn't told her what he'd seen her do. She hadn't mentioned anything about it, even when he gave her an opening.

      Their relationship — or what he hoped was a relationship — was new. Trust was growing but it was the fresh, untested trust of two people getting to know each other. He saw her as his future mate, but was aware that she wasn't thinking in those terms.

      Allun gonu was strictly an U'ngoloph phenomenon. While she was his future, to her he was simply a pleasant date... at least for now.

      He'd waited to see what she'd tell him about what she'd done high above the stage in the station auditorium. But she hadn't, yet...

      Now, he didn't have time...

      [image: ]
* * *

      An’Ish opened the door as soon as he knocked. She was dressed in work clothes. Cute as a Kazzi lamb... he could only hope she didn't also have their sharp claws.

      "Hello again, Mazim." Her tone was slightly teasing. Reading his grim expression, she asked, "Is everything all right?"

      He took the opening she gave him and went straight to the point. "There's been an accident at the construction site. A bad one. We have three workers trapped in a crane and no way to get them off."

      "Oh, no! What are they going to do?"

      The perfect opening.

      "I think there's a way to save them, but we'd need your help."

      She was puzzled. "Sure, anything I can do..."

      This was it. He said a silent prayer to the Unknown Travelers and plunged in. "I saw what you did the other day."

      Her reaction was imperceptible, almost... If he hadn't been looking for it, if he hadn't expected it, he would've missed it.

      "I'm not sure what you're talking about?" She had the casually puzzled look down perfectly.

      "I saw you use a light bridge."

      "A light bridge? I don't know what you mean."

      She was good. He was considered one of the League Galaxia's best interrogators. He understood body language among a large array of species, not all humanoid.

      Only the slightest flicker of An'Ish's eyes told him she was lying.

      "I saw you crawling back to the bucket. Crawling on light. Yesterday. Before I announced my arrival at lunch time."

      There was a hesitation, and he knew she had decided on what her strategy would be. The next sentence told him.

      "I have no idea what you're talking about. You must be mistaken."

      He found it interesting that she kept her denial so simple. Usually people who lie embellish. They complicate things. That's often what makes it easy to catch them out. But An'Ish didn't make any of those mistakes. She gave a simple denial and let it rest.

      She was smart.

      He'd known that and admired it. But now, he needed her help. The workers aboard the damaged crane needed her help.

      He was steady. "I know what I saw."

      She was silent.

      "I saw you crawling on light. You got back to the bucket and refocused the lights. When you did, it was clear that there was no physical structure to support you. You were crawling on light."

      Mazim was conscious of time passing. Of the three on the broken crane coming closer to death.

      Finally, An'Ish spoke. "I can't help you." Her tone was tortured.

      He searched her face. They'd met only days ago, but he was confident he knew her... knew the inner An'Ish. Knew the deaths would hit her hard... because she would know that she could have prevented them and hadn't.

      He continued, as if she had said nothing. He was fighting for workers’ lives... and her life.

      He called the vid on the room's wall comm unit.

      Beside him, she gasped softly. He ignored her reaction and moved the cursor as he explained.

      "This is what we have... We can't get rescuers to them in time. There is too much debris and the grav unit is stuck." He moved from the video to a graphic representation. "These work lights are gone, or damaged too much to be used, but we have these and we're positioning them here. My question is, will they provide what you need?" He moved the cursor. "This is the hatch on the crane. Fortunately, it's accessible. We just need a way to get them out of it and across the hangar."

      She kept her eyes on the screen, when she spoke. "You realize that if I do this... If I use my talent..." There was a savage twist to her words. "I'll be at risk. Too many folks will want to know how I do this... and they won't be polite about it. Best case scenario will be that I'm taken away and interrogated. Worst case, I'll be vivisected."

      His heart skipped a beat at her words, spoken coldly and with no hint of hope.

      He hissed... then spoke slowly, understanding that he had one chance to make it right. To keep her safe and to continue to build their nascent relationship.

      "I wish I could tell that there won't be unhealthy interest. What I can tell you is that there is a protocol in place for just this type of situation."

      She turned her head and looked at him, expressionless.

      "Centuries ago, the League Galaxia was formed of talents who needed that protection. We can make you an adjunct member. The League Galaxia is equal to the highest military levels, but independent. We can protect you."

      "But will I be able to travel? To continue to work with the Artist in Residence program? To be a Light Sculptor?"

      He could tell by her inflection that she didn't believe him. As the realization of what she could be giving up flooded over him, so did the resolve to prevent that from happening. "I promise." And he would do anything necessary to make it so. "You'll be able to work as a Light Sculptor. We'll also do everything we can to keep this from becoming common knowledge."

      She gave a hiccup of laughter. "You'll keep every tourist on the station for recording it and spreading it through social media?"

      "We'll do the best we can with that but you're correct, likely it will be known, so we'll take care of your League Galaxia induction immediately. That will give you the full protection of Galaxia Alia law."

      She looked back at the display and started to talk. Her tone indicated she didn't believe any of his reassurances, but to his relief, her words revealed her willingness to help.

      "I need a large mirror."

      He'd figured that, and he'd already discussed the options with the construction team. "We're moving one of the solar panels to the accident location. Set to opaque mode, it should work."

      That got her attention. She looked at him appraisingly, but just said, "It has to be absolutely steady."

      "That can be done." He hoped she didn't ask him how. He had no idea, but he did trust the job foreman whose brother-in-law was on that crane.

      She stepped forward and pointed, "I need one worklight here, one here, one here, and the last one right here."

      He relayed the information back to the command center.

      "If they can put everything in place while we're getting to the site, I think it can be done. But, time is going to be tight. I need a spacesuit. I hope they have one my size. Tell them I need a standard gamma four with utility grade knee and elbow reinforcements. Have it ready for me as soon as we get there. I'll suit up and get into place as quickly as I can."

      The command center squawked back the specs. An'Ish nodded. "That'll do. Now, let's get going."
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      "You're joking. There isn't time to custom fit a spacesuit. I'll sign any waivers." An'Ish's voice was tight. "You have a choice. You provide me with the equipment I need or contact the next of kin."

      Mazim entered the space lock. An'Ish looked at him. "We're wasting time."

      "Get her what she needs."

      "But..." The equipment specialist sputtered.

      Mazim repeated, "Get her what she needs. We're wasting time we don't have. There's less than an hour of atmosphere left in their suits."

      With a sniff, the specialist helped An'Ish suit up. She tested her movement. The suit was nowhere close to the good fit of a custom built, but it was adequate. It would do.

      [image: ]
* * *

      In the hangar and standing high on a wall ledge, An'Ish directed the installation of the solar panel. Once she was sure it was stable, she adjusted the placement of the work lights. While their default was to provide a wash of light, she was relieved to find that these units had some focus capabilities, albeit crude.

      The focus seemed to take forever because the crew had never done anything like it. An'Ish needed all four lights to hit the mirrored surface and reflect on the same spot directly below the hatch of the crane.

      Finally everything was set and she spoke to the command center through the suit's comm unit. "I'm going to form the bridge. I need you to make sure that the workers are ready to leave. I'll take them one at a time, in order of risk."

      "They're suited up, ready to go."

      "Have them open the hatch now, so I can make any needed adjustments."

      She stood on the ledge, surrounded by the station's rescue crew and members of the construction crew. The silence was oppressive. Everyone understood what was at stake. An'Ish was also aware that none of them believed this rescue would happen. That it could happen.

      She'd done a rough body count and knew that between the fourteen here on the ledge with her and however many were in command central, there was no way this would be kept quiet. She pushed the worry away.

      Bending from the waist, she reached down into the brilliant beam of light. She concentrated and manipulated. She felt a stir from those around her as the bridge took form. It took some experimentation before she was satisfied that it was as wide as she could make it.

      It was only a bit wider than her shoulder span. She was small, and she hoped that the crew on the crane were also small, or agile, or, appendages crossed, both. Either way, she'd find out soon enough. This would have to do. There wasn't time to move more lights into position.

      Keeping one hand in the light, maintaining the bridge, she stepped forward awkwardly. When both feet were on the light, she straightened slowly. Focused on the hatch at the end of the light path, she took a cautious step forward.

      There was an audible gasp through her comm system, and she fought a small smile. Even space savvy veterans were shocked when they saw light behave differently. Or when they saw what appeared to be gravity in action. Of course, it wasn't gravity, but her attraction and interaction with light created a similar effect. The light itself pulled and held her in place, as though the light bridge were solid and had a gravitational field.

      Walking slowly and steadily, her arms out for balance, she made her way across the endless chasm, debris suspended everywhere.

      Twice, she had to stop and work debris from her path.

      Her focus was on the point where the light beams converged on the crane when movement in the hatch opening drew her attention.

      She split her focus and was horrified to see one of the three workers step on to the hatch frame. She realized he was about to take a step onto the light bridge... in a hurry to get to safety.

      "Stop! Stop him!" She didn't know whether he was on her comm channel or not. "Stop him! It won't hold him."

      As the figure teetered, she reviewed the options. In his case, the light would not support him. He'd drop straight to the floor of the hangar, if he wasn't impaled on debris first. Either way, he'd never survive.

      Her comm channel was filled with overlapping voices. She stood still, her focus on the place where the beam of light hit the crane. She didn't want to move closer and encourage the panicked male to step out.

      Finally, Mazim spoke. "He's going back in. You can move now."

      "Thanks. Please tell them that the bridge won't hold them unless they are physically touching me."

      "Will do." She could hear an intense discussion in the background. Then Mazim asked, "Will the spacesuits be a barrier?"

      "No, they should be fine, but because the bridge is so narrow, I will have to bring each person across individually. I can't take more than one at a time."

      "Affirmative. We will instruct the crew."

      Three more times she stopped and pushed debris out of the way.

      After several more minutes, An'Ish reached the hatch of the crane. She balanced in the opening, keeping one foot in contact with the bridge.

      She tested communications. "Can you hear me? Are you on my comm channel?"

      Apparently they weren't. There was a delay while she figured that the command center forwarded her question, whereupon all three gestured in the negative.

      "Alright, then. Command Center, sort out who is coming first." She waited for the relay, and then one figure stepped forward. She held out her hand, and spoke to the comm. "Tell the worker that I'll hold his hand to guide him onto the beam. I'll be moving backwards, and he'll be facing forward. Once we are both standing on the bridge, I'll turn, still holding his hand. When I am facing toward the station, I'll place his hand on my waist. If possible, he should keep all his hands on my waist."

      She waited for the message to be passed along, and for the suited figure to nod in acknowledgment.

      Slowly she stepped back and down, until her other foot caught the familiar pull of light. Reminding herself she had plenty of room, she took two slow steps back, timing her movements to allow for the worker's clumsy climb over the raised frame of the hatch. She paused and looked into his helmet's face shield. When he nodded, she turned, and placed his hand on her waist. She patted one hand and he squeezed gently. She extended her arms and took the first step.

      It was awkward. They shuffled forward, steps in sync... They were about two thirds along when Mazim spoke into the comm channel.

      "One of the workers just passed out."

      An'Ish held up a hand and signaled they were taking a momentary rest. She didn't want to talk and walk at the same time, not while guiding someone. A quick look at the chronograph holo in her helmet told her that time was tight but not yet critical.

      "Do they know what's wrong?"

      "No, they don't. If he can't walk, is there any way you can get him back to the station?"

      "I need a litter he can be strapped into. You need to have it ready to go as soon as I get there on this trip. Is the third worker capable of helping me get the person into the litter?"

      There was a discussion at the other end, and Mazim said, "Yes, the two of you should be able to get him into the litter."

      An'Ish checked the time and did a recalculation. "This is going to make things extremely tight. I suggest that I bring the second person back next, and then bring the litter on my third trip. As long as the worker is already strapped into the litter I should be able to get it onto the bridge by myself."

      "Affirmative. We'll have the litter ready for you."

      [image: ]
* * *

      Crawling, An'Ish pushed the litter ahead. She was moving surprisingly fast, but everyone was aware of how tight the timeframe was.

      Mazim watched as An'Ish made her second trip back across the light bridge. He now understood her request for a suit with reinforced knees.

      At last she was at the crane, and the conscious worker guided the stretcher inside. An'Ish stood stiffly, and he winced in sympathy.

      Commander M'Colo, put a hand on his shoulder. "I never would have believed this if I hadn't seen it today..."

      "I offered her League Galaxia Adjunct status."

      M'colo nodded. "Absolutely. I'll add my recommendation as well, but I don't see any problem. Having a capability like this within the League will be well worth it."

      [image: ]
* * *

      Inside the crane, An'Ish and the worker were struggling to get the unconscious male onto the pallet. They'd wedged it into a corner and were trying to lift the unconscious body into place. They didn't know what was wrong with him, so they were being as gentle as possible.

      Once he was strapped in securely, An'Ish had a sudden thought. "What if he regains consciousness and panics?" She didn't have comm contact with the worker who'd been helping her, so there was a delay while the comm center relayed her question.

      In reply, he mimed the universal sign for sleep, placing both hands on one side of his face and closing his eyes.

      "Sleep?" Next he mimed using a hypo, and she caught on. She mimed back, "You sedated him?"

      The spacesuited figure nodded emphatically.

      An'Ish asked Mazim for confirmation. "So it should be okay to leave him here until I can get back?"

      "That's what the med-techs are saying. They can read his vitals through the stretcher, and he's completely unconscious. They'll monitor him for you."

      An'Ish wasn't sure what the med-techs would be able to do if he started to come to while she was dragging his litter, but she didn't see an alternative. Maybe she could speed up this trip, and save time that way.

      Since she'd lost contact with the light bridge while they'd worked with the unconscious patient in the crane, she had to pause to reinforce the light beams. They hadn't lost their focus, but there had been a shift in their integrity. She knew that it looked the same to an observer but she could feel the lack of stability.

      Once she'd reinforced the bridge, she guided the worker out on to it and they began the long trek back.

      Her companion had the advantage of watching her make the first trip, and knew what to expect. As a result, he moved smoothly and confidently behind her.

      They'd made it about halfway, when An'Ish said, "Mazim, ask him if he feels comfortable enough that we can speed up the pace?"

      There was the usual pause and then he removed a hand from her waist and putting it in her field of vision, gave her a thumbs up. She nodded, knowing he would see her helmet move.

      She smoothly increased her speed, and walking in sync, he followed along.

      At the end of the bridge, she held his hand, turning sideways so he could move past her and on to the platform.

      Without pausing, An'Ish turned and headed back as quickly as possible.

      She couldn't run because she had to maintain her contact with the light bridge, so she compromised by increasing her stride. Now in her fourth trip across, she was more comfortable, so the speed increase was significant. "Is the worker still unconscious?"

      Mazim answered promptly. "Affirmative. He's under deep."

      Back at the crane, she climbed in and began the awkward task of guiding the cumbersome stretcher out to balance on the hatch opening.

      After reinforcing the light beam, she stood on the bridge, her back to the hangar. The stretcher rested on the lip of the hatch and she slowly pulled it out onto the bridge. Working fast, she bent at the waist and dragged it, walking backwards.

      On the previous trips, she'd noted various bits and pieces of debris. Now, she used them for reference.

      A fifth of the way...

      A third of the way...

      Halfway...

      Three-quarters of the way...

      Almost there...

      As her heel hit the ledge behind her, hands on her waist held her securely, while other hands reached out and grabbed the stretcher.

      She straightened painfully, put her hands on her waist and bent back, trying to relieve the strain.

      Beside her, one hand across her shoulders, Mazim asked through the comm channel, "How soon do you need to dismantle the light?"

      "I should do it right away. Give me room to move."

      With a reassuring pressure on her shoulder, he stepped away. On the edge of the platform, she leaned over painfully and placed her hand into the beams of light. Working quickly, she released the individual beams, until they were simply illumination aimed across the void.

      While she knew the beams of light looked the same to a casual observer, she could feel the difference. She could see the more ephemeral element of unmanipulated light.

      "They're released. They can be returned to their positions and refocused for work."
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      The theatre was dark and the audience still, as the four blended voices soared.

      An'Ish sat at the back of the auditorium as the premier came to an end. She was dressed in her simple but elegant formal gown, showcasing another fabulous Carlim Pa'Kelle necklace. Beside her, Mazim was glorious in his black and gold League Galaxia uniform. Even better, his large hand held hers.

      The last few days had been hectic, allowing her to ignore any excitement left over from the rescue. She'd stayed at the theatre until late at night and was back early the next day. She hadn't been hiding. Well, not really. Mazim had brought meals backstage and escorted her back to her room each evening.

      They were slowly getting to know each other, and on a brief comm-call with Carlim, she'd admitted that she could see it getting serious.

      Onstage, the lights pulsed up to full. Quuee was limned brightly against the backdrop as the concert came to an end.

      As the applause started, Quuee stepped forward and raised their hands, motioning for silence.

      Speaking with just one voice, the performer said, "There was an emergency on the station recently. Three workers were saved from death by the talents of Artist An'Ish Dy. I ask you all to express your appreciation for her heroic actions."

      An'ish had just registered that Quuee was talking about her when a spotlight swung around and found her.

      From the stage she heard Quuee say, "Artist Dy, please stand."

      Mazim gave her hand a reassuring squeeze and urged her to her feet.

      The applause began to pulse in a rhythm as she stood slowly. She felt the color in her cheeks and the warmth of the spotlight. She much preferred working backstage, behind the scenes. This attention was unexpected.

      She bowed slightly to acknowledge the recognition and took her seat.

      To her relief, Quuee motioned from the stage and the focus turned back where it belonged.

      Speaking in her ear, Mazim said, "You deserve it. Your actions saved lives." He reached out for her hand and slowly brought it to his lips... promise in his eyes...

      An'Ish blinked, trying to absorb her feelings. This had been a professional triumph. Already she was fielding inquiries from other Klonee singers and it looked like she might need to hire a second assistant.

      Personally, her relationship with Mazim was growing slowly but strongly. She knew that if she wanted it, they could build a wonderful life together...

      And... she admitted... she did want it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Message from Callie

      I have really enjoyed planning and writing this series, even if I *seriously* underestimated the world building.

      The Galaxia Alia universe, and specifically the Artist in Residence Series, is what happens when a serial crafter writes SciFi. ;-)

      Each story ties in to a craft that I have either done or wanted to do or know someone who does… Most fall into the first two categories.

      In college, my area of concentration was Lighting Design, like An’Ish. This story came about after playing the *What If* game…

      It was great fun to take existing technology and project it into a technically advanced universe, only to discover that cool things like anti-grav don’t solve all your problems. ;-)

      I have quite a few more stories planned for A*I*R and would appreciate input from my readers.

      If you sign-up for my email list and you want to share your thoughts, just hit reply to the confirmation email.

      Newsletter Sign-up here: http://calliebourde.com/AIR/

      Reviews where you purchased are also appreciated, especially on Amazon.

      Thank you for spending time with me in the Galaxia Alia universe.

      My website – http://calliebourde.com/

      You’ll find contact info on the Contact Callie page.

      My FaceBook page - https://www.facebook.com/CallieBourde/
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