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Forced to retire, Jiska must leave her world to ratify a treaty by partnering with a man who sees the truth in everything.
Jiska has grown up as her people’s fiercest general. When peace breaks out, she is reassigned to Citadel Lowel and given a partner who needs a bodyguard. After a few minutes in his presence, she knows why. She is assigned to protect him, even if she wants to kill him.
Deskin is a Negotiator specializing in hostage situations. He needs a bodyguard to watch his back while he plies his trade, and General Jiska Irthano is far more than he could hope for.
Jiska has grown up denying her needs from clothing and shelter to companionship and love. The Citadel offers a solution to her denial in every category.
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Chapter One
Jiska was six when the recruiters arrived at her home.
Her parents answered the door and stared at the seeker who led the military men to their door. “Yes, what can we do for you, Seeker?”
The seeker frowned. “I am here because you have a warrior in your home, and we require that warrior for training. You know that the draft is on and refusal to hand over fighters is a punishable offense.”
Her mother was confused. Jiska could see it from her perch on the stairs. “I don’t understand, Seeker. We don’t have a warrior here.”
“I can smell the fighter here. Allow us entrance, or go to prison.” The seeker exhaled and inhaled again sharply. “I am correct. The fighter is here.”
Her parents looked at each other and stood aside as the long-nosed seeker came into their home. The recruiters that followed kept her parents from interceding as the seeker sniffed and explored the main floor before heading up the stairs.
Jiska looked into the man’s dark brown eyes and nodded. “Hello.”
He paused and jerked back before sniffing again. “Hello. How old are you child?”
“I am six this month. I just had my birthday.” She sat very still. The man seemed jumpy.
“Your government needs you, child. Will you come with me?” He held out his hand.
Her mother gasped and her father held her tight, keeping her from running to Jiska or touching the recruiters.
“Will you leave my mom and dad alone?” Jiska narrowed her eyes.
The seeker paused and nodded. “We will leave them unharmed. I promise you.”
“Good. They didn’t know what I was.” She got to her feet and took the strange man’s hand.
He seemed surprised. “You did?”
Jiska looked at the man with the long, pointed nose and nodded her head. “Of course I did. I have to be careful when I play. The other kids aren’t as good at fighting as I am.”
He led her down the stairs, and she reached out to her mother. “I will be fine, Mom. Don’t worry.”
The seeker cleared his throat. “You can visit the training centre anytime you wish. She is so young that it will be years before she enters battle.”
Jiska looked at him and smiled. “I am glad you think so, but darkness is coming, and I am the light.”
She was put back on the ground, and the seeker took her hand to lead her out to the transport. When she looked back at her parents, her mother had tears running down her face and her father looked ill. The recruiters looked at each other as if they couldn’t believe what they had found, but Jiska knew the truth. They needed her to be the best fighter in the security force. She was going to be the best.
* * * *
“General Irthano, you are the best that the Urgat species has to offer, and your military record is exemplary.” The administrator in the centre of the judiciary panel looked nervous.
Jiska kept her eyes forward and her expression blank. She was the final member of the security force being dismissed, and once she was gone, the peaceful world that had come to treaties after decades of bloodshed would be able to pretend that she—and the other warriors—never existed.
“With the breakout of peace, I am sure that you understand why we cannot retain a military force in our cities.” The man was sweating, but the room was cool.
“What is to be done with me?” She remained at attention, her limbs straight and head high.
“We have made an effort to place our military with other colonies and the Alliance. They were interested in you, and you are being assigned to Citadel Lowel.” He brusquely moved his data pad and the judiciary watched her for any signs of attack.
She nodded her head. “I realize that this will be struck from the record the moment I leave this room, but I have served the government of Urgat to the highest of my ability for the last fifteen years. I am pleased to see peace in my lifetime, but I know that those who do not learn from history are doomed to repeat it. Sending the military away and pretending that we were never here, never acted on your orders, is the height of hubris. When the next uprising happens, and there will be one, who will you turn to when there are no more children to train?”
She saluted the panel, turned on her heel and strode out of the room with slow, measured steps. Outside the judiciary, she relaxed her posture slightly but kept walking to her quarters. She closed the door and leaned heavily against it, looking at the remains of her life in service. Her rooms were sparse, spare and had no personal effects.
With shaking hands, she pulled off the uniform that she had worn with pride. Her civilian clothing hung in her wardrobe, and she pulled on the dress that her mother had gifted her with on her last birthday.
Jiska let her hair down and put on a jewelled clip that kept the strands from her face. She confirmed that she looked like any other woman in the city by turning front and back. As a final measure, she packed her bag and had it ready for her departure from her world. First thing was first. She wanted to talk to her mother.
Jelura Irthano met her at the door, her smile wide. “Come in, Jiska.”
Jiska smelled cookies, and as always happened she was a child again the moment that she sat at her mother’s table.
“Why the long face, baby?” Her mother had always remained true to her, no matter what the government turned her into. Her father had run off by the time Jiska was ten. He couldn’t handle the news reports with his little girl commanding armed forces.
“I am done. It’s over. They are trying to make the entire security detachment go away. Half of my men have already been transferred off world, and the others are just waiting for a berth on the next transport. I am nothing now.” She propped her chin on her fists and scowled.
Her mother stroked her hair. “You are not nothing. You are the youngest general in the history of Urgat. You have the highest commendations and the highest suppression rate with lowest kill ratio. And you have the prettiest hair.” Jelura chuckled and held out a plate. “Cookie?”
Jiska laughed and took a cookie. “You knew.”
“They ran it on the news vids. Your decommissioning was the final step to ratify the treaty with the Neccial. We are now officially at peace, thanks to you.”
She munched her cookie and frowned. “It still leaves me with nothing. All that work to build peace and now…”
“Peace has been achieved. It isn’t about you. It is about our world moving forward.”
Her mother poured tea and sat next to her, her hand on Jiska’s wrist. “You frightened them into sense.”
Jiska sighed and sipped at her tea, gripping her mother’s hand. “But what will happen when I am gone?”
For once, her mother had no answer.
 



Chapter Two
The talk with her mother had eased some of her upset. Jelura had promised to keep in touch with Jiska no matter where the government sent her. Knowing that her mother was willing to pester the government was heartwarming to her jaded spirit.
Jiska waited on the tarmac with her duffel bag. Dawn was just beginning to creep over the hills, the smaller of the two suns pulling the larger in its wake. From the bright light of the sun, a shuttle appeared, and it grew larger with soul-shattering speed.
From the side of the tarmac, Jiska heard a sharp whistle. She turned, and her heart stuttered in her chest as fifty of her troops stood at attention in their civilian clothing.
The shuttle landed, and their stabilizers blew her hair around her in a wild halo. A door opened in the shuttle, and a man in a bodysuit came out, with a hand raised. “Jiska Irthano? I am are here to take you to the base.”
“I will be there in a moment.”
She turned and saluted the men and women who were there to see her off. They saluted her and moved as one, turning left and marching in step off the tarmac. Smiling, she headed for the shuttle and stowed her bag in the locker that her companion showed her.
She was in a seat and strapped in in under a minute.
The man who had called for her looked at her in surprise. “That was quick.”
She shrugged. “No time like the moment. Do you want to fly, or shall I?”
He took the hint and sealed the ship, lifting off the moment he got clearance.
She watched the controls and his handling of them. He had a light touch, which was to be desired on a ship with complicated mechanisms.
He spoke before she did. “So, what is your talent?”
She chuckled. “Don’t you know? I thought it would be common knowledge, considering my placement with the Citadel.”
He shook his head. “No. I didn’t inquire. I thought I would ask you. I know it is battle related, but that is it.”
“I am keyed to battle. When I activate my talent, I will continue to fight until I win. There is more to it, but that is the basic description.” She nodded. “Who are you?”
“Hostage Negotiator, Deskin Fewnor. I believe that you will be assigned as my bodyguard.” He smiled, and she took in his form with more interest.
He was perfect. There was not one flaw in him from his pointed ears, sharp teeth, dark hair, dark brows and eyes to his even skin and heavy jawline. He was definitely masculine, had a strong physique and his hands showed a grace and attention to detail that she had to admire.
“Why do you need a bodyguard?”
“When I am involved in a negotiation, not all parties are beyond using threats or violence. A bodyguard would deter that sort of attempt.”
Jiska felt her lips tighten at the moment of turning from a respected general to a babysitter. “When would our assignments begin?”
“Immediately after you get kitted out in a Citadel uniform.”
She had to admit to herself that the thought of a uniform was most pleasant. After the last sixteen years, she only had the clothing her mother bought her to get through her day. Today, a loose tunic and trousers were her options of choice. They were the most comfortable things she owned when it came to long flights.
“When will that be?”
“Well, Udell base is our first stop, so in approximately six hours.”
“How strange. Six hours to restart a life.” She shrugged. “It should take more time than that.”
He frowned. “When was your last day on duty?”
“Yesterday. My exit from the planet was planned before it was made official.” She sighed.
“You do seem very young to be in the military. What rank did you achieve?”
“General. I have been in charge of the Urgat army since I was ten.”
His eyes widened, and he turned to stare at her with his open dark brown gaze. “You are joking?”
She stared at him with a bland gaze. “I was the top strategist by the time I was seven.”
“I see. Fair enough.” He shook his head in surprise and turned back to the controls. “There is a data pad with the Citadel contract in it on your side of the shuttle.”
Jiska looked around and pulled the flat screen out, pressing her thumb to it to wake it. “I have to sign a contract? I thought that the Urgat just reassigned me here.”
Deskin nodded. “That would be true, so the Citadel requires a contract that supersedes the original agreement. This is something you must agree to on your own. The Urgat government cannot recall you after this, but they can request your services.”
She scrolled through the contract, absorbing all the legal speak and nodding at the provisions for income as well as exchange of service for room and board. “It’s a fair contract.”
He chuckled. “Good. Make your mark.”
“What is this about being on loan to the Sector Guard as required?”
Deskin smiled, “Citadel Lowel will eventually be a training centre for battle-oriented talents. Sector Guard Base Udell specializes in battle as required. We will be working with them primarily and living at Udell base until Lowel is completed.”
“It is still under construction?”
“It is.”
She reread the document, but she could feel a tension in Deskin’s body. The moment that she signed it and pressed her thumb to the pad, he exhaled in relief.
He opened the com. “Stellar Storm, we are under attack by ships and warheads from the planet. Please be advised that we have five minutes before first impact.”
Jiska looked at the screens and noted that his left arm was casually hiding a monitor that she couldn’t see. “We are under attack?”
“We are. Apparently, someone on your world does not want you getting away.”
She shrugged. “It is likely. The Neccial tell their children that I will take them in their sleep, and the Urgat children are told I will judge them. I can only imagine what the parents think.”
He chuckled. “So, I am flying with a boogie man?”
She nodded. “Woman, but the principle is the same.”
He stopped hiding the screen, and a flick of his fingers put their pursuit up on the display. Jiska analyzed the attack pattern. “Neccial. Are we getting help?”
A starburst in front of them sent a sigh of relief through Deskin. “Yes, we are.”
The ball streaked past their shuttle, and the icons of the missiles began to pop one by one.
“Thank you, Stellar Storm.”
“You are most welcome, Negotiator. See you at Udell.” The woman’s voice laughed through the com system.
Jiska looked at the devastation wreaked on the missiles with envy. “I wish I could do that.”
Deskin looked at her with surprise. “Why?”
“It would be easier than the current scope of my talent. I can only disable living tissue.”
“Oh.” He blinked and piloted them to the point where Stellar Storm had appeared. It seemed they were flying toward darkness, but in a sudden shift, a warship was looming in front of them.
Jiska admired the lines of the ship. “Azon design?”
Deskin nodded. “They like to use the Sector Guard for shakedowns of their new equipment. If anyone can test it to destruction, it is the Guard.”
Jiska felt a slow smile cross her lips as they entered the dock of the enormous ship. She could work with this new group. It would take some adjustment, but there was definite potential in the lines of the warship.
Deskin locked their shuttle in a berth and clamps came up to hold the small ship in place.
Jiska reached for her harness, and he held up his hand. “We will be jumping as soon as Stellar Storm returns.”
“Oh. I have never jumped before.”
“Have you been involved in off-world activities?”
“A little orbital manoeuvring. Nothing exceptional.” She shrugged. “I look forward to learning how to competently pilot a craft like this one.”
Deskin nodded and then turned to face her. “Do you mean the shuttle or the warship?”
Jiska smiled slowly and winked, not answering.
 



Chapter Three
The moment that the warship began to move, Jiska’s senses went on alert. The experience of a jump was something that she wanted to analyze from all angles, and being inside it was the perfect vantage point.
Her anticipation fell flat when the alarm went off and she felt a slight tug at her body. “That is it?”
Deskin quirked a brow at her. “What were you expecting?”
“I don’t know. Nausea. A violent shudder. Someone jumping out and yelling boo!”
He grinned. “They had to stop the jumping guy. Budget cuts.”
She snickered.
The warship approached a world, and the monitors in the shuttle showed them the glowing ball of life. Jiska’s gaze caught nine armed orbital satellites. “That is Udell, I am assuming?”
“Yes.” He checked a message that bleeped at him. “Tech and Phase have requested that they be allowed to help shape your uniform. Citadel robes are pretty standard, so it is what you wear under it and how it fits that will be your concern.”
Jiska nodded. “I can accept that. So, we are here at Udell?”
“Yes. When they let the shuttle out, we will be on our way to the sealed base.”
“Sealed?”
“The atmosphere of Udell does not allow for most standard breathers to inhale comfortably for very long.” He chuckled.
“Where is Citadel Lowel?”
He pointed out a nearby world. “It is there. A zip transport has been designed for commuting between the two places, but only Starborn and Comet are currently living there.”
“Why only the two?”
“They don’t need to breathe. Both have been touched by stellar consciousness.”
Jiska whistled softly. “I have heard of such things but have never met one.”
“The sentient worlds are fairly random in their placement, as are the stars with souls. Both Comet and Starborn were touched by the same star. He was the final avatar and she was the daughter of the star itself centuries earlier.”
Jiska’s eyes widened. “That sounds complicated.”
Deskin smiled. “It is exceedingly complicated, but it does involve the life of a star, after all.”
She watched their approach to the world of Udell through the view screen. It was so surreal to have been dismissed one day and offered a whole new life the next.
Deskin piloted their shuttle out of the warship and down to Udell. The bright light of Stellar Storm kept pace with them as they parted the atmosphere and settled in position against the base.
The umbilicus attached to the hull and sealed with a thud. Jiska uncoupled her harness and got to her feet. Her legs were stiff from the prolonged immobility, but she managed to grab her duffel and wait for her soon-to-be charge.
He keyed open the shuttle, and Jiska idly memorized the code. It was a habit that she was in no hurry to break.
They exited the vehicle, and he escorted her through the halls. If she guessed correctly, they were headed toward the commander’s offices.
She patted herself on the back mentally when Deskin said. “Guardian is our Base Commander. He is waiting to interview you before Tech and Phase get a hold of you.”
“That sounds ominous.”
Deskin chuckled. “I have never seen these women in action, but I have heard that they are merciless.”
Curiosity perked Jiska up. The company of merciless women always made her feel at home.
Guardian was a peculiar species to Jiska’s eyes. He had silvery skin and marked head ridges. His smile was filled with delight as he rose to his considerable height. “General Irthano. I am overjoyed that you have become available. I am Guardian.”
She stepped forward and shook the extended hand, forearm to forearm. “Available is a funny way to put it, but I am happy to be useful to someone.”
He nodded and gestured for her to have a seat.
She sat, and Deskin took the position next to her.
Guardian folded his hands on his desk and leaned forward. “Deskin tends to get into trouble. He needs a bodyguard, and given the type of trouble he gets in, I believe that your skills on the battlefield will be invaluable in keeping him alive.”
Deskin leaned back and smiled, his arms crossed over his chest. He seemed proud of the assessment.
“How has he remained alive this long?” She raised her eyebrows.
Guardian scowled. “He has had good luck and a heavily armed detachment. We feel he will be more effective in hostage negotiations if he comes in more lightly armed.”
“So, I will be considered the weapon?”
Guardian shrugged. “The reports of your talent are well known to those who have access to coded dispatches. Relay speaks very highly of you.”
Jiska shook her head. “I don’t know who that is, but my talent was not supposed to be mentioned off world.”
Deskin grinned, “Relay has ways beyond most beings when it comes to gathering information.”
Guardian cleared his throat. “Right, well, General Irthano, do you think you will be able to manage keeping this one male alive to negotiate another day?”
Jiska nodded. “I can keep him alive, no matter the situation. Give me an assignment, and I will do it.”
A woman drifted in from the doorway. “But what do you want, Jiska Irthano? What does your life hold?”
The woman was pale from head to toe. She didn’t move, but rather glided across the floor to stand next to Guardian.
Guardian did the introductions. “General Irthano, this is my wife, Pax.”
“Pleased to meet you, but I am no longer a general. Call me Jiska.”
Pax smiled. “Jiska, what do you want from life?”
Jiska thought about it and cocked her head. “Service and duty.”
Guardian blinked. “That’s it?”
She smiled. “What else is there?”
Pax exhaled and slumped against her mate’s shoulder. “Wow. This is going to take some time. It’s a good thing that no one here is in a hurry, but she might need a girls’ night on Morganti.”
Guardian patted Pax’s hand. “Down, girl. Let her get settled in here first.”
Pax sighed. “Fine. Are you done with the meet and greet? She needs to get her armour sorted out.”
Guardian snorted. “Fine. Take her to the others and set her up. You know you won’t be happy until you do.”
Pax walked to the door. “Jiska, please come with me. The boys have to discuss Deskin’s next assignment, and if we get you set up fast enough, you may find out the details before you arrive on some foreign planet.”
Jiska nodded to Guardian and Deskin before she followed Pax. If armour was in her future, she was definitely interested in the job.
 



Chapter Four
The two women waiting for them had enthusiasm that took Jiska aback. It was a rare thing to see that kind of joy in work in any job, let alone one that saw them to military duty.
Pax did the introductions, and Phase quickly held swatch after swatch of fabric against her face. “Jiska, I think something vibrant will suit you. The standard bodysuit isn’t really your style. I believe that I have just the thing. Most couldn’t pull it off, but it will set a tone that won’t be mistaken.”
Jiska watched as the Guardsman went to a series of drawers and pulled out one folded bit of cloth after another. When she had everything she wanted, she returned to Jiska and held up one article for size. “This will work. You can try them on behind that screen. I will help you with the bodice when you get back out here.”
She took the folded cloth and went behind the screen. She removed her civilian wear and slipped into the tight trousers with purple side panels and the black shirt that had built-in support.
Barefoot, she pattered out to meet Tech and Phase. “How does it look?”
“Well, first you need some Masuo. Try these.” Tech handed over a pair of boots.
Jiska tugged on the boots, one at a time, and she inhaled sharply as they shifted and formed around her feet and hugged her calves. “What is happening?”
Tech grinned. “The Masuo are a living organism that bond to a host. The Udell Masuo can be trained to become clothing after a while, but we just gave it the basics for boots. You need more body armour than they can manage.”
“My boots are alive?” Jiska looked down in fascination, and as she watched, the boots lengthened and crept up to mid-thigh.
Tech chuckled and Phase opened a length of fabric, wrapping it around Jiska’s ribs several times before buckling the piece in place. It smoothed into a hard surface the moment the final buckle was in place.
“A covering for your neck and shoulders and that will complete the outfit.” Phase smiled, black and purple were in this article as well.
Jiska looked at her reflection in the full-length mirror and turned from side to side. “Just a moment.”
She let her hair down and swiftly wove two warrior braids, one on either side of her face. “Better.”
Tech and Phase raised their palms up and slapped them together.
Tech grinned, “I can make a final fitting for you if you like. The fabric is woven with wires and sensors. I can ask it to take any shape you wish.”
“Can you lengthen the sleeves?”
Tech caressed the arms of the suit, and the sleeves obeyed her. “Anything else?”
The fabric was snug but not confining, so she nodded her acceptance. “It will do. What is the armour rating?”
Phase smiled, “It will withstand blades and projectiles, as well as disperse energy weapons at close range. It won’t take the entire hit, but it will save your life.”
Jiska twisted her lips. “If Deskin is as capable as I think he is, I am guessing that I will be testing it fairly soon.”
Tech grinned. “Do you want to do a test of your talent to make sure that it will work in the confines of the suit?”
“May I test it here?”
Tech looked around. “Of course.”
Jiska sent a mental pulse and caught Tech as she slumped over. Phase seemed shocked, but Jiska just chuckled. “Yes, it works.”
She slapped Tech lightly, and the woman woke. Pax moved from her post in the doorway. “All right, it is time to get you back in action. After a day of retirement, I am sure you are eager to resume your duties.”
Grinning, Jiska helped Tech completely upright and inclined her head to both women who had clothed her. “Thank you for the assistance.”
Pax placed a hand on her shoulder as they walked through the halls. “Did you have to knock her out?”
Jiska pondered her answer, and when she spoke, Pax burst out laughing. “No, I didn’t have to knock her out.”
When they arrived, Deskin got to his feet and eyed her from head to toe. “Excellent. You will simply appear to be my secretary. No one will be the wiser. If you are ready, we have an assignment to ransom the daughter of an Alkenor trader from an Enjel colony.”
Jiska nodded. “Please give me lessons on flying the shuttle on the way. I do not enjoy being chauffeured around.”
He snapped a salute, “Yes, General.”
Jiska sighed inwardly. She was going to have to learn to lighten up if she was going to make any friends here.
They made their way to a different umbilicus and a very different shuttle.
“Welcome to the Coming Storm. It is my home away from home, and I hope that you will find it comfortable.”
She stowed her bag in a similar locker to the first shuttle and walked through the halls of the much larger ship to the control centre. “This ship has guns.”
“It does. I am a negotiator for the most lawless of planets. It is our purpose to ease the roads of debate and dissent, smoothing the way.” He smiled and buckled in.
Jiska froze in place. “That is exactly what was broadcast in Urgat news bands. Did you have anything to do with the sudden peace that put me out of a job?”
He shrugged. “Your people’s war was bleeding off world. It disrupted shipping lanes and flow of traffic. Too many lives were being lost for no purpose.”
Jiska scowled. “Not on my watch.”
“No, but you were not at every battle.” Deskin freed them from the base and lifted off with sure movements.
She rubbed her forehead. “No. I was not. There were casualties for no particular reason other than stupid men’s plans.”
Deskin chuckled. “That is better. I was beginning to think you were made of stone.”
She blinked. “What?”
“You are so controlled that I did not imagine that you would ever lose your temper. I think I just saw a crack.” He chuckled and turned them away from the base.
She sat and thought about it. The only person she was ever herself with was her mother, and she was literally worlds away now. If he wanted to see the real her, she wasn’t sure that she knew who it was anymore. A lifetime of service to her government had taken her sense of self and left only a sense of duty.
“What is your talent, Deskin?”
“I can see to the truth of a thing. Seeing truth is sometimes the hardest thing to do.”
He looked at her as they passed through the shield of satellites. She could see that he was seeing something in her that she didn’t even know was there.
She crossed her arms and glared at him. “You know, I can really see why you need a bodyguard. Your mouth must get you into all kinds of trouble.”
To her shock, he blew her a kiss before increasing their speed and heading off toward the colony.
 



Chapter Five
The Enjels were flying everywhere, and Jiska had to fight not to be impressed. Men who could simply take to the air were never seen on her world.
They surrounded the shuttle the moment Deskin landed. “Stay close to me and don’t look interested in any of them. Enjels have a notoriously skewed birthrate which is why we are here.”
He moved to the back of the shuttle and slipped on a long robe in a deep purple with silver trim. His black bodysuit underneath turned them into a matched set.
“They do not want us here. We have come at the behest of Sarnulia Narfa’s parents. We will not leave without her unless she has contracted a solid match.”
“Is that a possibility, Negotiator Fewnor?” She stood straight and cradled her data pad as her secretary had.
He looked at her in surprise. “You are really going to call me that?”
“Yes, and you will call me Ms. Irthano while we are on an assignment.” She ducked into the lav and checked her hair. It was still tidy, but then of course, it would be. She never failed at anything she attempted.
With her uniform neat and her hair bound away from her face, she went to Deskin’s side. “Anytime you are ready. I believe the Enjel are about to come in.”
He grinned, composed his features and plugged in the exit code in the shuttle’s hatch.
The Enjels were staring at them as they exited, with weapons firmly in evidence.
“Negotiator Fewnor to see Prefect Arthinial.” Jiska kept her voice tight and direct.
The winged men around them blinked in surprise at her tone. One of them sashayed forward and touched her cheek. “What are you here for, pet?”
She swung her arm, struck his forearm and drove her other fist into his belly before slamming her knee into his jaw. He dropped to the ground with a thud.
Behind her, she heard Deskin make a noise between a sigh and a snort.
“He did not ask permission to touch me. I am working for the Negotiator and will not be swayed from my duties.” She looked at the rest of the surrounding males. “Anyone else care to breach protocol?”
The men helped her victim to his feet and one spoke. “I will take you to the prefect. He has been waiting.”
He gestured for them to accompany him, and Jiska made a move that Deskin interpreted correctly. He moved to follow the speaker, and she followed him at a respectful distance.
The Enjel colony was centred around an exceptionally tall building. From the reading that she had done on the way to the colony, that building was the Aerie where the single females were kept. Their target female was inside that building, and Deskin had to use words to get her out.
The prefect greeted them warmly, and Jiska was greeted a little too warmly for her own peace of mind. “Sit, please, miss.”
“I am on duty, Prefect. Thank you for the offer.”
He raised his brows in surprise. He stared at her in a considering manner. “You seem rather collected for one so young.”
She inclined her head. “I have more mileage than it appears at first glance.”
Deskin snickered softly. “My secretary will remain with me during the negotiations. She is integral to the process.”
The prefect and negotiator began their verbal sparring, and it came down to one thing—the Enjels were short on women, and Sarnulia had wandered into the bachelor part of town unescorted. It had been necessary to take her to the Aerie immediately for her own safety.
Deskin placed his palms flat on the table. “What will it take to get her back? Her family is worried.”
The prefect leaned back. “There is nothing you can offer. We have a woman, and we will not trade her.”
“Why not? Has she already made a match? Is she wed?”
The prefect waved such concerns away. “It doesn’t matter. She is ours now. No one can get into the Aerie without permission. It is our most heavily fortified structure.”
Deskin paused. “Are you willing to wager on that?”
Arthinial leaned forward, his snow-white wings fluttering with interest. “What would the wager be?”
Deskin reached out and clasped Jiska’s arm. “If my secretary can get in and out, removing Sarnulia, we can take her home.”
He looked at Jiska, and his eyes gleamed. “What if she does not?”
“You can keep her.”
Jiska stiffened with shock, her eyes narrowed as she glared at Deskin. “That is not my duty.”
“No, but it is my order. So, Arthinial, do you accept my terms?”
The Enjel leaned back and nodded. “Done. She will make her attempt during first moon. I want it to be sporting and that is when the Aerie is most heavily populated.”
Jiska desperately wanted to smack the hell out of Deskin, but she smiled blandly. “If that is the case, may I request a last meal before I head into the Aerie? It seems only fair that I enjoy a moment of freedom before I may lose it forever.”
Arthinial smiled and summoned a servant, a young male with his wings not fully formed. He ordered a meal for them, and the young male moved swiftly to do his bidding.
Jiska took the seat next to Deskin and ran over her notes regarding the negotiation. It was very straightforward. Either she found Sarnulia or she would be enjoying the attentions of a flock of Enjels.
Arthinial smiled, “There is also a bout in the arena if you would care to join me there to witness some of our best warriors.”
Jiska perked up—she was always up for watching fighters and analyzing battle tactics.
She tapped Deskin’s wrist twice to indicate agreement. He smiled. “That would be fascinating. I am sure that Ms. Irthano would be only too pleased to witness the best that your colony can offer.”
Arthinial beamed in delight, and the servant came forward with a tray of foodstuffs. The food was offered to Jiska first, a tradition she felt more men could benefit from learning.
She took a small plate, picked a few fruits and a tiny sandwich and sat back, nibbling cautiously as she took in the new flavours. She delicately spit out two that she found objectionable, and she noted that their host was watching her intently.
“You stare, Prefect.”
“I am trying to place your species. You seem to be built like a lovely standard female, but there are a few discrepancies in your features. Your irises contrast violently with your pupils and your hair is so pale as to be almost translucent.”
She smiled. “I come from a blend of many species, too many to count. I understand your confusion.”
He nodded and continued his visual examination of her skin, hair and eyes.
To throw him off the scent of her species, she ate a few items that were completely repellent to her. Her stomach would keep them down, but she didn’t enjoy them one bit.
Deskin and Arthinial spoke quietly of inconsequential things while she ate. When she was done, Arthinial mentioned something that sent a sense of unease through her.
“Of course, to make it a fair test, she should be wearing something a little more suitable for the task, a gown perhaps.”
“I am afraid that I left all my gowns in my luggage.” She inclined her head.
He smiled. “I am sure that we can arrange something.”
She frowned. “I am sure that I can find something on the shuttle if it is required.”
Deskin looked at her. “You can?”
She nodded, hoping that her research into Masuo was as complete as she hoped. “I can look.”
“That is not necessary, I am sure that I can find something here.” Arthinial smiled.
She nodded. “As you will, Prefect. I am unfamiliar with the fashions of the Enjel.”
He smiled, and once again, the servant appeared at his side. “Clothing for the lady. Put it in the gold bedroom please, Camios.”
Camios gave her an intense look and nodded with a smile. “Right away, uncle.”
The youngster disappeared, and Jiska felt a slight smile creep over her features. “You keep your children with you?”
“All young men are apprenticed to an older male either in the family or a family friend. It saves on importing slaves for labour.” He chortled with glee.
“So you do import slaves then?” She leaned forward.
“Of course. Our population is dwindling, and we created this colony to grow our species, but there are difficulties in locating the necessary females. We do what we must to make sure we survive another thousand years. The women we do obtain that way are respected and cherished as any Enjel woman would be.”
She listened with interest. “How do you find the slave markets? How do you transport them? Do their families ever come looking?”
Arthinial leaned back and chuckled. “We could discuss this at length if you would care to stay a while.”
Deskin snorted. “When I leave, she will be with me.”
“Unless she cannot find Sarnulia. In which case, we can discuss this at our leisure.” He looked like he was enjoying himself immensely.
Camios came to the doorway and stated. “There is a selection of gowns, if the lady would care to try them on?”
Deskin gripped her hand, and she nodded. “Of course I would. Lead the way.”
With her stomach grumbling and her nerves making themselves known for the first time since she entered her initial battle, she followed the young Enjel down the halls and into the gold bedroom.
It was time to dress like a lady.
 



Chapter Six
A dozen gowns were draped over every bit of space in the gold room. She stood nervously and looked down at her boots. “I know this isn’t what you expected, but I really need you right now.”
She looked at the variety of gowns and picked one that would suit her current mood. She stripped to the skin, put her boots back on and concentrated.
The boots changed their texture, moved up her legs, wrapped around her hips and crept over her shoulders. A gown of two parts, snug across her torso and flowing below the waist took shape. The right side was in the same purple as her uniform and the left was black. The fabric took on a crisp sheen, and out of nowhere, a gauzy underdress of flowing silk appeared.
“Oh, you lovely, lovely things.” She ran her hands down her hips and turned to look at herself in the mirror.
The material squeezed her as if in reply to her praise. It even remained on her feet in the form of delicate slippers.
She folded her clothing neatly into a bundle and smiled as she met Camios in the hall. “I improvised with what I have. Thank you for the selection though, it provided me with understanding of Enjel style.”
He inclined his head, his expression still confused. “You look lovely, lady. Arthinial will be speechless.”
“I am just hoping that I will fit in.”
“You will shine like a star in the night sky.” He bowed, and his short wings fluttered. “May I take your clothing? I will have it delivered to your shuttle.”
She handed him the bundle and followed him back to the audience chamber where all conversation ceased the moment she entered the room. Deskin was staring at her, his perfect features astonished. Arthinial’s smile was warm, but the look in his eyes was blazing.
“I believe this meets your request for appropriate attire?”
She walked up to the men and stood next to Deskin, her hand on his shoulder in a proprietary gesture.
Arthinial smiled. “It does indeed. You will shame the very moon with your beauty.”
She felt her cheeks heating and blinked in confusion.
Deskin calmed Arthinial’s admiration by pulling Jiska into his lap. She sat down with a thud on his thighs and carefully folded her hands in her lap. If she didn’t, she might just deck him.
As if she was not there, Deskin continued his conversation with Arthinial about the wisdom of having young bachelors compete for the honour of meeting a female. It kept them busy and ensured that the most capable were the ones breeding.
When Camios announced that it was time to head to the games, she stood with a sigh of relief. It had been too tempting to sit on Deskin’s lap and not relax into the strength of his body. That the action would be highly inappropriate was the only reason that she didn’t give into the urge. She was on duty, after all.
Deskin offered her his arm, and she followed his cues on how to take it. With her hand curved under his elbow and over his forearm, she walked beside him to the arena with its domed cover.
The men in her vicinity grew quiet when she entered. The urge to huddle next to Deskin for protection was not something she experienced on a day-to-day basis, so she blamed the gown and the lack of undergarments.
The prefect’s box for viewing the games was high up and made sure that she was visible to all. Arthinial made a show of kissing her hand as he seated her next to him, leaving Deskin on her other side one tier down.
Wings ruffled, and the scent of men and feathers was strong in the arena. Arthinial rose to his feet when the gong sounded and addressed the crowd. He gave welcome to all watching, wished all the men a good fight and announced that a contest was being held at moonrise at the Aerie and all were invited to attend the grounds.
When he sat back in the seat, she hissed at him. “That is cheating.”
He lifted her hand and pressed it to his lips before she could yank it back. “The moment I saw you dressed as an Enjel woman, I knew that I had to do everything I could to win. Your gown alone will make you a target, your skin will glow in the shadows and your hair will catch the starlight. There is no way you can make it in and out to reclaim one female.”
She smiled tightly. “Watch me.”
The fights were amazing, half on foot, half in the air. The warriors of the Enjel were power, grace and devastating accuracy. It was something Jiska kept in mind as the light began to redden and fade.
As the games concluded and everyone filed out, she looked to Deskin, and he nodded. “Are you ready?”
She sighed. “No. But at least I know getting in won’t be a problem. It is getting out that will cause the difficulty. I am ready for it.”
He gave her arm a squeeze, and with Arthinial, they walked the half kilometre to the grounds of the Aerie.
The gardens were lovely in the moonlight, but Jiska’s eyes saw only the distances she had to travel through a thick crowd of Enjel. She was going to have to put the light on full.
Arthinial smiled. “You may begin at any time.”
Jiska turned to Deskin, “Be ready to leave.”
She lifted her chin and strode forward as if she was going to address her own troops.
The Enjels watched her and made a passage for her, allowing her into the Aerie where she would be available to them for courtship. She lifted her skirts and climbed step after step, searching the levels until she came upon the living quarters. Two enormous and fanged female guards smiled at her and let her pass.
The first four common rooms didn’t yield a result, but the fifth showed her one young woman who matched the images of Sarnulia. “What is your name?” She moved quickly to the young woman’s side.
“Sarnulia.”
“Do you want to be here?”
She sniffled. “No. I have an arrangement already. I want to go home.”
“Then come with me, and I will take you there.”
There was nowhere to jump, and they were too high regardless. They would have to get out the same way Jiska got in. Only this time, folks would be trying to stop them.
“How are you going to get past them? They don’t let anyone leave unattended.”
“Stay behind me and don’t look at my face.” Jiska called the light and stared down the two guards.
The females toppled and fell to one side.
“There, two down, three hundred to go. Stay close.” Jiska gripped Sarnulia’s hand, and they began their walk through the Aerie.
Every Enjel or servant who saw them soon found the floor was the most comfortable place to be.
Stair after stair, tier after tier, they slowly made their way to the main floor of the Aerie.
“Sarnulia, there is a crowd outside. Stay behind me and don’t let go of my hand. If you can, close your eyes.”
The guards inside the Aerie fell and then the ladies were out in the open air.
Jiska stopped when she saw all the men, and she let her power spill out of her eyes and into every pore of exposed skin. The cascade of thuds as they fell to the ground was satisfying, but they were so closely packed that it took quite a bit of picking to find the path that would lead her and her charge out of the mass.
Sarnulia remained on her heels the entire time.
Jiska winced when she saw the crumpled form of Deskin and Prefect Arthinial. “Surnalia, I need you to open your eyes now. I have to let go of your hand.”
“Why?” Surnalia was almost in a panic.
“Because I have to get my partner to the shuttle, and I don’t see a skimmer around anywhere.”
She bent and hauled him sideways across both shoulders. She was bent over and could not manage it for long, but for now, she was walking with Deskin and their target. It took twenty minutes for her to walk the entire way to the shuttlecraft. She keyed in the code to open the door and dumped Deskin inside. He groaned and started to wake, but it would be close to an hour before he was competent to do more than talk.
Sarnulia hustled in behind him, leaving Jiska to face the remaining Enjels. She waited until they had landed and showed them the light. When they were all on the ground and she had collected the parcel of her uniform, she entered the ship, sealed the hatch and started pre-flight checks.
With her partner incapacitated, and the Enjels coming in for retribution, she decided that getting off the surface would be a good first step. She mimicked his checks, followed her recollections of the toggles, and when she pulled back to begin their climb, the ship slid upward with nary a complaint.
Sarnulia was nearby in a jump seat, and as she pulled them upward through the atmosphere, Jiska felt relief when Deskin fought his way to the navigator station.
“You are doing well, Jiska.” He rubbed at his head. “Your power is strong.”
“That is what I have been told. Hold tight.” She dodged a satellite before asking, “So, where is Sarnulia’s destination?”
“Back with her family. I will enter the coordinates.”
He followed his comment up with actually producing the coordinates.
“Fly us to the first jump point, and we are on our way.”
She did as requested, but her own after-talent headache was coming on strong. The screens were blurring, and her head was pounding. “I may not be able to fly for much longer.”
“Why not?”
“Power has price. This price is my intense fatigue and blinding headache. I need an hour’s rest.” She rubbed her forehead.
He nodded. “You shall have it. Go and find a bunk. Relax and rest. You did an amazing thing. A woman back to her family and her soon-to-be wife is always an amazing thing.”
She smiled weakly and headed to the back of the shuttle. “Well, you won your bet.”
He laughed and took over the controls, increasing their speed.
She went to the galley of the shuttle and found Sarnulia curled up with a cup of tea. “How are you doing, Sarnulia?”
She smiled weakly. “We are headed home?”
“To your home? Yes.”
Sarnulia burst into sobs of relief. Jiska held her as she released her tension and the stress of the past few weeks.
Sarnulia wiped her cheeks and apologized. “I am so sorry. I have been holding them off as well as I could, but I was running out of excuses.”
Jiska held her hand and offered her the same comfort that her mother had offered her so many times when she had been young, confused and panicked by the serious nature of the work forced upon her. Her mother had held her hand and eased her mind, stroking her hair and telling her that if she wanted to run, Jelura would help get her off world if she wanted it, but that if she could stick it out just a little bit longer, the war might end. It was that thought that kept her going, and she offered that comfort to their rescued damsel.
Her head threatened to split, but she kept herself at Sarnulia’s side until the woman smiled a little more easily. “Pardon my rudeness, but I really have to get some rest.”
Sarnulia grabbed her hand. “Tell me, how did you do what you did to all those men?”
“It was something I was born with, just like the colour of my eyes.” She chuckled weakly.
“Go rest. I have thousands of more questions, and you can answer more easily when you have had some sleep.”
Jiska smiled, downed a glass of water and went off in search of a bunk. There was a small room that was probably Deskin’s, but she didn’t care. He had already had his nap for the evening.
 



Chapter Seven
Her Masuo was now a bodysuit that was far more snug than the original suit constructed, but it was a supportive kind of snug.
Jiska rolled out of the bunk and to her feet, stretching before heading to the command area where Deskin was still at the helm. “Morning?”
He grinned. “Morning. We are on the final approach to Yuthar Station.”
She looked at him and slid into the navigator station. “Is that where Sarnulia lives?”
“No, it is where her family is waiting. They are on their way to a new colony, so the entire assembly decided to wait while we retrieved their missing member.”
“Wow. How many folk have been waiting for her?”
“Two thousand. Their ships are covering the station. Look.” He gestured to the view screen, and she was treated to the view of a huge ring in space, rotating slowly and studded with vessels.
Sarnulia came and stood behind them, happy tears gleaming in her eyes. “I did not think I would see them again. Thank you for bringing me back to them.”
Deskin smiled and opened the com, getting docking approval for their shuttle and its precious cargo.
Jiska rose the moment that they made the connection with the station, and Sarnulia raced her to the exit.
Sarnulia was humming with eagerness. She wiped her hands excessively down her thighs as she waited for the hatch to cycle open.
“Be calm, Sarnulia. Your family and your fiancée want you back. There is nothing to worry about.” Jiska put her hand on the woman’s arm to calm her and used the other to key open the door.
Deskin’s voice behind her was amused. “I don’t remember giving you the code.”
She shrugged as it opened, and a woman who appeared to be an older version of Sarnulia rushed in and gripped her daughter, sobbing with relief.
Jiska smiled as she realized that tears must run in the family. Sarnulia’s father had tracks running down his features as well.
Deskin moved up to stand next to Jiska. “A job well done, Ms. Irthano.”
They watched the family reunite, and when the father asked what had to be traded, Deskin replied. “Nothing. Ms. Irthano managed to extract your daughter with no trouble at all.”
Jiska throttled down her reflexes as she was surrounded on all sides and caught in a familial hug. She had a choice, fight her way out or surrender to the gratitude. With a grimace, she surrendered for the first time in her life.
Deskin was horribly amused at her expense, but she would leave her revenge until another time…with fewer witnesses.
They were herded to the public area of the station where a cheer rang out as Sarnulia waved at her people. A young woman rushed forward, and Sarnulia met her halfway. They embraced and the crowd cheered.
Her mother whispered to Jiska, “I wish they would just formalize their union, but my husband says they must wait until we settle. They will be the first couple wed on our new home.”
“That is truly a wonderful milestone.” Jiska smiled. She looked over at Deskin, and he was shaking his head regretfully.
She smiled with relief. “I believe I have to leave, madam.”
“But, we have planned a celebration.” The woman looked hurt.
Deskin came up and spoke, “Sarnulia was not the only one to need our help. There are others in need of our particular skills.”
The mother and father nodded. That was something that they could understand.
Jiska found another pair of arms around her neck and a kiss on her cheek. Sarnulia’s fiancée was hugging her, and she smiled shyly as Jiska returned the kiss with one of her own. “I am pleased to meet you.”
Sarnulia made the introductions. “Ms. Irthano, this is Ryana, my intended.”
“Pleased to meet you, Ryana. Sarnulia was very brave, you are lucky to have her.”
Ryana smiled, “I am, and I know it. Thank you so much for bringing her back to me.”
Jiska inclined her head. “Now, be careful not to lose her again. I can’t guarantee I can return her.”
Ryana put her arm around Sarnulia’s waist. “I will keep a close eye on her. I promise.”
Deskin gestured, and making their final farewells, they escaped the clutches of the relieved family.
On the shuttle and back in flight to Udell, Jiska exhaled violently. “Wow. Is it always like that?”
“Such joy? No. Some assignments do not go as they should. It is a joy to see them all happy in such a way.”
She sat and chuckled. “I am guessing that there isn’t going to be an invitation for tea at the Enjel colony.”
Deskin barked a laugh. “I don’t know. Arthinial was very taken with you. He might take your winning the bet as a challenge, and Enjels love a challenge.”
Jiska slumped back in the seat and winced at the image. “Well, I am glad that I am mobile. Being in one place doesn’t suddenly seem like such a good idea.”
He laughed and set the Coming Storm for Udell base. “Will you take the helm while I rest?”
She nodded. “As long as you have faith in my ability to not crash us into an orbital body.”
He patted her on the shoulder. “I have faith in you. Your actions more than earned it.”
Jiska snickered and began to bring up screens as Deskin retreated to his quarters. She hoped he got some rest, because she was going to need a sparring partner during off times, and he seemed just her speed.
* * * *
In the privacy of his quarters, Deskin used his private com and contacted Morganti Base. Relay’s face filled his screen.
“So? How did she do?”
Deskin sighed. “Beyond all estimates. I remember light and then nothing. She carried me back to the shuttle, which—while it damaged my masculine sense of self—was terribly impressive. She needs heavier armour, though. She managed to coax her regular Masuo into duty, but it has a lot of curves to cover.”
Relay grinned. “As for the other matter, yes, there is still a price on her head. The Neccial are offering quite a bit to see her dead.”
He sighed. “Damn. I thought I convinced them to give up on that.”
“Apparently, she has been a source of terror to them for too long. They want her dead, Deskin. Keep that in mind as you go on duty.”
He nodded. “Understood. What about having Fixer beef up her body armour?”
“We can do that. Come straight here, and we will take care of her. I believe some off-duty clothing should be a priority. There is nothing like a nice gown when a girl needs to feel pretty.”
Deskin remembered the fist of lust that had seized his gut and other parts the moment that she had emerged wearing that gown. Air had left his lungs, and it had taken all of his training to keep himself calm while Arthinial gazed possessively at her. Pulling her into his lap had been torture and self-defence. If he had not, he might have attacked the prefect just to get that calculating look off his face.
“I will mention it to her. We will be there in fourteen hours.”
“Looking forward to meeting her. She is exceptional, even if she is the Monster of Neccial.” Relay waved farewell and disconnected the call.
Deskin got to his feet, still wearing his trousers and nothing else. He padded to the command deck and smiled at Jiska’s startled look. “I apologize. We are rerouting to Morganti to get some work done on your Masuo.”
She was staring at his torso, and he looked down at the scars that crisscrossed his chest. “Ah, I apologize if my appearance offends you.”
“It doesn’t. It is just so surprising in comparison to the perfection of your face.” Colour filled her cheeks, and he grinned again.
“It seems another crack has been found. You find me attractive?” He fought the urge to preen and flex. She would see right through that.
“I have never seen a male as perfect as you are. Even with the scars.” She winked. “And I spent my share of time in the barracks. Those boys were not shy.”
Deskin took a chance and leaned close to her, his face inches away. “Well, with all those males to compare me to, I am flattered that you consider me pleasing. I find you a striking specimen as well.”
He keyed in the coordinates with one hand while admiring the creamy complexion so close to his own. Her breathing was marginally faster, and she was staring into his eyes as if hypnotized. She blinked. He saw a flash of light and then darkness.
 



Chapter Eight
“Damn it.” Jiska looked at the pile of male on the floor. So close to leaning forward for a kiss, she had fallen back on reflex and knocked him out.
With the ship taking them to Morganti, she got out of the navigator station and heaved him to her shoulders once again. She carried him to his quarters and settled him in his bunk, tucking the sheet over him and stroking the thick waves of his hair back from his face. Controlling her nerves, she pressed a kiss to his lips, trying the feeling on for size. There was a fluttering of her pulse and an ache inside her the moment she made contact.
Sighing, she stroked his cheek and left his quarters, leaving him to sleep off the effects of fatigue and the light she had controlled since childhood.
She sat at the command console and brought up fashions from around the Alliance, trying to find something that was comfortable and elegant.
Her Masuo tried to keep up with her whims, but most of the clothing she saw was simply uncomfortable to look at and to wear. She eventually gave up and started to learn the species represented in the Sector Guard. It was a tedious task for a long night and given that they were running through unoccupied space, there was a lot of night to go around.
She had taken a straw and was blowing bubbles to cool her tea when Deskin woke and took the seat next to her. She waved hello and continued her task.
He grinned. “What are you doing?”
“It worked when I was little. I thought it might work now. I needed some caffeine in me.”
Jiska had spent the hours thinking about her childhood and how brief it had been. “You are right, by the way.”
He smiled. “I usually am. What about in particular?”
“I haven’t had enough cutting loose in my life. I am due for a little bit of frolicking. Can that be achieved?”
Deskin reached out and took her hand. “If you stop knocking me out when I am engaged in my best seductive moves, then yes, frolicking can be achieved.”
She shook her head. “Not that. I mean enjoying the company of my peers.”
“That was what I meant.”
Jiska grimaced. “Shut up and go get some food. It has been a while since you ate, and it seems to be infecting your sense of humour.”
“You mean it is affecting my sense of humour.” He got to his feet and started to walk to the galley.
She called after him, “I know exactly what I said.”
She heard his laugh and returned her attention to the monitors with a smirk on her face. She had done her research on Morganti, Udell, Teklan, Balen and Lowel. Her new home was being built at a phenomenal pace, but it would soon be ready for habitation once the dome was put in place.
For now, it was limited breathable air in minimal space, so Starborn and Comet had it all to themselves.
Deskin returned with two trays laden with food. “Here you go. The computer said you had not requested more than tea all night.”
“I wasn’t hungry. Using my talent kills my appetite.”
He frowned. “That reminds me. Why did you knock me out?”
“Reflex. If folks get to close, I knock them out until I know I am safe.”
“You considered me a threat?” He seemed surprised.
“I didn’t know what was going to happen next, so I simply took next out of the equation.” Jiska bowed her head in embarrassment.
“That could really hamper your social life in the future.”
She groaned. “I know, but I missed all the social niceties of flirting with my peers. I had a job to do, and there was no one else to do it. Well, no one else with my particular skill set. I was already General Irthano by the time I was sixteen. Not a lot of time for experimenting with the opposite sex. I would have been up on charges…and frankly, so would they.”
He chortled. “I can see the problem. Dating a superior officer is usually difficult, dating one that isn’t even legal is more so.”
She groaned. “You have no idea. So, when were you going to tell me about the price on my head?”
He froze with his hands on the controls. “What?”
“The Neccial bounty for my body. They want me dead.” She smiled brightly.
“This is not surprising to you?”
“There are statues of me eating children in the Neccial capitol. They really don’t like me very much.” She shrugged. “Occupational hazard.”
Deskin sighed. “I am thinking that using your actual name may be a hindrance to our cause. Give some thought to taking on an alter ego.”
“A what?”
“A name that will hide Jiska Irthano from others in all dispatches and rumours.”
She sat back in surprise. “I have waited a long time to no longer be General Irthano. Now, I have to be someone else? When can I just be Jiska?”
He turned toward her and reached out to take her hands, rubbing his thumbs across the inside of her wrists. “You can be Jiska when you are not on duty. The Guardsmen have it down to a fine art. When you are on Morganti and after your standard medical checks, you will be Jiska. You will only take on your code name when you join me on the way to another world.”
She grimaced. “Fine. Will you have one as well?”
“I already do, I just don’t like using it. Truthseer lacks dignity.” He winked. “It also frightens off my clientele.”
“Truthseer? Yes, I can see how it would erode the trust of those you deal with. Back with the Urgat, I was called Light of Battle. How is that?”
He snickered, “As we are trying to hide you from the Neccial, I would hesitate to use a name that they whisper about you. Consult with the Guards on Morganti—they will help you to choose something suitable that will disguise your true nature.”
She frowned. “Fine. I am trying to find myself, and you would have me hide again.”
“A name is just a name, it is the woman within that needs to seek the light. A name is not something that can hide you if you don’t want it to.”
He leaned forward and pressed a swift kiss to her lips—the first kiss she could remember receiving. It was so much better than kissing him after she had used her talent to knock him out.
She felt a tingle in her limbs, and she was reaching out to touch him when he leaned back. “And so, I chip away at that resolve a little more.”
 



Chapter Nine
Mala circled her slowly and stroked her shoulder as if testing the resolve of the Masuo.
“I have never done an upgrade of this nature, but I believe that I can manage it. Can I interest you in a trip to the town, General?” Mala began to select metals and other objects from a shelf.
“Call me Jiska. I have no rank in the Alliance.”
“Jiska, then. Would you like to go shopping?”
Jiska frowned as Mala applied a metal plate to her suit, and it absorbed into it. “I would like to accompany you, yes, please.”
As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she sighed in relief. She had done it. She had done something normal that other women her age would take for granted.
Mala smiled. “Since we are doing the upgrade first, we will have to stop for lunch. I get a little peckish when I work.”
The next two hours flew by with Jiska standing still as a statue and Mala adding metal and weapons to every inch of the suit.
“How do the weapons work when the suit shifts to a dress, for example?”
“Try it out and see.”
Jiska thought of the gown from the Enjel colony, and she smiled as the Masuo flowed swiftly into the folds and rustling fabric. She groped around at her hip level and found the knife that Mala had concealed.
“Check your cleavage.”
Curious, Jiska followed the order and withdrew another blade that kept going until she was holding a foil of steel two and a half feet long. “How did that get in there?”
Mala snickered. “The Masuo always manage. Now, put it back.”
It took some manoeuvring, but Jiska got the blade back in place and sheathed the hip weapon without incident.
She gave in to an urge that she had been unable to indulge when the gown had first manifested, and she twirled in place until she was dizzy.
Mala laughed. “My daughters do that every time they wear a long gown.”
Jiska smiled. “You have daughters?”
“Two girls and a boy. All of them while I was technically on duty.” Mala chuckled.
“You can juggle a private life and a life on duty?”
Mala laughed. “This is a conversation to be held over lunch.” Mala linked her arm through Jiska’s and hauled her toward the wide open door.
“We can just leave without reporting to anyone?”
“There is a tracker in my suit, along with nine different bio monitors. They know where we are headed. Negotiator Fewnor mentioned that you needed a little bit of recreation.”
Jiska let herself be hauled along onto a standing skimmer. A few minutes later, they were parked near the town square, and Mala had her by the hand, taking her into a charming restaurant whose staff immediately recognized the Guard at Jiska’s side.
“Fixer, please come this way.” The greeter waved them in and seated them at a large table.
Jiska was curious. There were far more suitable tables nearby. This one was large enough for six or more.
Mala smiled at the server. “Left side please, and plenty of tea and caf. Shade is coming home tonight, and I don’t plan on sleeping.”
“Yes, Fixer. Will your friend like anything?” The man looked politely curious.
“She will share with me. Two sets of plates and cups please.” Mala smiled, and the server disappeared.
Jiska blinked. “Did you just order the entire left side of the menu?”
Mala chuckled. “It is easier than making him write everything down. I can metabolise just about anything, so we take it easy on each other. I order in chunks off the menu and they start bringing out the food the moment it is ready.”
“Why so much?”
“I use my own body mass to provide energy to sculpt matter. That is my talent.”
A tray of salads came out followed by a mass of bread with a variety of spreads and dips.
Mala smiled. “I ordered the appetizer menu. I will explain the details and identity of any food that you like.”
“Thank you. I am still getting used to the variety that folk in the Guard and Citadel that everyone seems to take for granted.” Jiska took a plate with a smile to the server who handed it to her, and she cautiously selected vegetables that looked appealing.
“I was raised on a fairly barren colony world, Jiska. I understand the burst of choice that suddenly appears before you. Sample everything you can and find out what you like, not what others recommend for you.” Mala began to eat with a methodical purpose. She took only from platters that Jiska had already nibbled on, but she ate with ravenous intensity.
“Why do I get the feeling that you are not simply talking about food?”
Mala sipped at a cup of something dark with an intoxicating scent. “Our partners are very carefully chosen for us by the best matchmaker the Alliance can offer, but it is up to the individual to make that choice for themselves. Don’t get me wrong, I love Isabi with all my heart, but I don’t doubt for a minute that I was the only woman possible for him.”
“What about him being the only man for you?” Jiska tried some of the bread with one of the spreads and ate slowly while Mala’s destruction of all things edible continued.
“He is the only man for me. I wanted him the moment that I saw him. I am just saying that Negotiator Fewnor is a bit of an ass at times. If you are not willing to take the bad with the good, go shopping elsewhere.”
Jiska paused. “He isn’t that annoying, and I can always knock him out if he really vexes me.”
Mala chortled and reached for the next platter. The staff was clearing the empty plates and more food kept coming.
Jiska nibbled at a small piece of meat that seemed to be fowl.
“Is that your talent?”
“It is. That reminds me, I need to get a mask or hood or something. Apparently, something in my past wishes me dead.”
Mala nodded sagely. “Imagine yourself wearing a mask or hood with your uniform. The Masuo can extend up your neck to create the correct concealment.”
Jiska looked around. “Can I do it here?”
“Of course. They have seen way weirder than anything you can bring to the table.”
Jiska took a deep breath, focussed, and soon, her mask was in place along with her purple and black uniform.
“Very nice. You may want to have Phase work on the torso design. It doesn’t do you justice.”
Jiska looked down at the compression of her breasts that allowed her to move comfortably. “Why?”
“There are many more flattering designs that can still be functional. You are young, very young, and you need to feel that you look your best.”
“I am not so young. I certainly have never felt young.” Jiska took a few more tidbits off the platters and watched as Mala consumed everything put in front of her.
“That is not your fault, nor is it the fault of those around you. They acted as they did to preserve your society.”
Jiska paused. “It sounds as if you know all about me.”
“Of course I do. How could I manufacture a suit perfectly designed for someone if I didn’t know why they needed it?” Mala smiled.
“You seemed to not know anything about me aside from my rank.”
“I figured you would mention your concerns in time. Time just ran out.” The woman with the dark rainbow hair grinned, showing white teeth with surprisingly little food in them.
“I see.”
“You don’t, but I know that you had to take on far more than any child should, and the pressure from all sides didn’t dissipate until the moment you left your home world. Decompressing is a tricky thing, but you can let yourself go in small ways every time you are on a base or a Citadel outpost. I think you should start at the gym. A solid workout routine can really get you in touch with your physical form and help you burn off frustrations.”
“You are assuming that I have frustrations.”
“You are partnered with Negotiator Fewnor, you will have frustrations.” Mala snorted.
 



Chapter Ten
After the café, they headed to a seamstress where Jiska was forced to ask, “If the Masuo takes whatever form I want, why do I need gowns?”
“The Masuo needs some time off now and then, besides, there is nothing like the feel of l’nal silk against your skin.”
Jiska watched the huge spider as it puttered around her and measured her with the lightest touch of the huge legs. “You spin your own silk into fabric?”
The spider let out a series of clicks and a voice spoke from a box on the creature’s chest. “Of course I do. Who else would?”
Jiska chuckled. “Fair point. I suppose it would be a fairly intimate procedure.”
The seamstress clacked again. “You have no idea.”
With the measurements taken, the seamstress began to pin and tuck the silk into place.
Mala had already told Jiska that this gown was on her tab. Jiska was earning funds for her work with the Citadel, but she didn’t have a credit slip or pay scan registration yet. Jiska was out in the universe with no way to even buy herself lunch.
The gown was lovely when it was finished. The seamstress had her put it on and take it off three times before she was satisfied that her work would not be trashed in Jiksa’s hands.
The l’nal boxed up the gown and patted Jiska on the head. “You will be a good one, child. You just need to let yourself be a young woman now and then. You don’t have to be in control all the time, just some of the time.”
Jiska patted her on the limb just touching hers. “I will try.”
Mala smiled, and the seamstress said, “That is all you can do.”
With the box under her arm and a shopping day behind her, Jiska returned to Sector Guard Base Morganti with the first thing she had ever shopped for and the beginning of a new friendship.
Deskin was waiting for them when they returned, and he waved at her as Mala brought the skimmer down for a landing. “We have another assignment, Jiska.”
She nodded and turned to Mala with a smile. “It was nice meeting you, Mala. Thanks for lunch and the dress.”
Mala gave her a quick hug. “Take care and keep your own mind in mind. You are in a dangerous job. Stay safe.”
Jiska gave her a watery smile. “Maybe, the next time I can meet the family.”
Mala laughed. “You really do enjoy punishment. Yes, Mabi and Isala will be all over you. Have a good trip and keep in touch. I will have some spare suits created for you and sent to Udell.”
“Thank you again for all you have done. I didn’t even know I needed to talk this out.”
Mala chuckled. “We rarely do. We get so used to holding it together that we forget to let it go now and then.”
With those words following her, Jiska got into the Coming Storm and stowed her new gown in one of the cargo containers.
Deskin gave her a speculative look. “Did you enjoy your time with Fixer?”
She laughed. “I did. Did you enjoy your time with Relay and Shade?”
He shrugged. “Shade had his little ones with him today, so it was a tad distracting, but we managed a thorough briefing.”
Deskin brought up the mission details on her screen while he did pre-flight checks on the shuttle.
Deskin was being summoned to broker a hostage exchange. The Correnor people of Jurk Six had captured an exploration team and were refusing to give them back. Deskin had to negotiate the release of the six-member team and sooth the Correnor.
Jiska shifted her Masuo from a loose tunic and trousers into her bodysuit with slightly more cleavage than it originally showed. The collar crept up her neck and formed into a mask that only left her lower jaw and lips exposed.
Deskin looked at her and blinked. “That is very intimidating.”
“The idea is to conceal my identity, if you will recall. I still need to figure out a call sign, but I don’t know where to start.”
He grinned as he turned to the controls, and the shuttle lifted from Morganti to soar toward their next destination.
The entire way, he gave her single word suggestions that she rejected, several of them based on lewd description that she remembered from her time in the barracks.
“Blink. Fine. Just call me Blink.” She sighed and propped her chin on her fist.
“Excellent. Nice and simple. I blink, and I am on the floor. It has a certain poetic logic.” Deskin snickered.
“Fine. Don’t tell me that you couldn’t see to the truth of what was supposed to be my name.”
He shrugged. “I try not to use my talent on those that I am around. It tends to create a tension in folk when they think I am seeing through those polite social lies we all tell.”
She snorted. “But you can.”
“Yes, but most folk do not like to imagine that I am.” He laughed. “It is a polite social lie that I do not use my talent all the time.”
“So, Blink. I have to answer to Blink.” She smiled as she chanted it in her thoughts.
“You will do fine. I can see the truth of your ability to adapt to a new name, just like you adapted to your rank designations.”
She crossed her arms under her breasts and huffed. To her surprise, he was staring at her chest.
Jiska smirked and casually asked, “Which one of us takes the bunk first?”
He licked his lips and swallowed. “You are welcome to it.”
She got to her feet. “Good. I need a shower.”
As she walked off the command deck, she coaxed her Masuo into crafting a higher heel. She was four inches taller and moving with surprising ease by the time she left the scope of Deskin’s vision. She could feel him staring at her butt the entire time.
She entered Deskin’s quarters, and her suit shifted into a tank and shorts set, similar to the ones she wore when she was in service to Urgat. She lifted a data pad and keyed in Correnor. The data that she managed to glean was interesting, and she wondered how Deskin was going to deal with an aggressive matriarchal society. This was going to be fascinating to watch.
It took Deskin half an hour of intense negotiation just to get landing clearance on Jurk Six. Finally, Jiska spoke up and the clearance was forthcoming.
Deskin looked at her. “How did you do that?”
She arched her brows, knowing that he couldn’t see them under the mask. “Didn’t you do your research?”
“What research?”
“Women run the Correnor society. If you don’t want to get your ass handed to you, you might want to remember that.”
Deskin grimaced. “I suppose I should be thankful that I have a woman as dedicated to my safety as you are. This might make things easier—or perhaps not.”
He brought their shuttle in for a landing and slipped on his robes. Blink settled herself in her heels, checked her hidden blades and the placement of the armour panels now in her Masuo. She was ready to face whatever the Correnor could throw at them.
Behind Deskin, she watched as the shuttle door opened and he walked out into the bright light of the three suns. Blink heard the weapons being aimed at him and walked out to save his ass.
The moment she appeared, the female guard of the Correnor put their weapons up. “Lady. You are welcome in our houses.”
Blink inclined her head and stepped forward to greet the captain of the guard. “Thank you for the welcome, Captain. I am Blink, bodyguard to Negotiator Fewnor.”
The captain inclined her head and extended her arm. Blink met the grip with her features calm and blandly friendly.
“Why do you wear a mask, Blink?”
Blink smiled—she knew that this was going to be a common question. “It is to protect the ones I love and to protect myself. I am a hunted woman, and the more I can slow down my being located, the better for me.”
“Thank you for your candor.”
“Honesty is best when it can be employed. Now, may we discuss the matter of the Alliance team?”
The captain smiled and the crowd of guards parted. “This way. Our headwoman is waiting to meet with you.”
Blink took Deskin’s arm and led him through the gathered women. He was attuned to the situation, and he did not fight her grip.
The headwoman was matronly and had a no-nonsense manner about her. She stood with her pale yellow skin and dark hair gleaming in the bright daylight. “So, you are what the Alliance sends to negotiate for the lives of their people?”
Blink bowed respectfully. “No, Madam. He is what the Alliance sends to negotiate for the lives of their people. I am what they send to bring him home in one piece. Headwoman, this is Negotiator Fewnor.”
Deskin strode forward and bowed low. “Headwoman, I have come to ask under what terms would you part with the Alliance personnel who trespassed on your world?”
The woman took a seat at a weather-beaten table and poured three cups of wine. “Negotiator, bodyguard, have a seat. If you can outdrink me, I will let you take them home without further delay. If not, the negotiator will have to part with some of his genetic material. We need fresh blood, and he seems an attractive specimen.”
Blink narrowed her eyes and sat across from the woman, leaving Deskin to take the seat next to her. She lifted the cup and downed it in one drag. With a nod, she slammed the cup down on the table.
The headwoman followed suit and the game was on.
 



Chapter Eleven
Blink breathed slowly and deeply, swaying ever so slightly as the Alliance team was shepherded back into their landing craft, and they took off.
Negotiator Fewnor was next to her, giving her unobtrusive support. The headwoman was in bed with a bucket nearby. Her guards witnessed the last half of the contest and agreed that as Blink was still standing and the headwoman was face down in her own wine, Blink was the winner.
Deskin hadn’t even joined the contest.
The trading party was released, and Blink relaxed slightly as their ship disappeared into the night sky.
Deskin offered her his arm, and she took it, lowering her heels until her boots were flat and stable.
The captain was standing nearby. “You did well, Blink. You are welcome here anytime. It takes quite a woman to out drink our headwoman.”
Blink smiled. “I did my best—now if you will excuse me, I plan on being very ill.”
The captain laughed and clapped her on the shoulder. “Be well, daughter of the stars. Correnor is open to you always.”
Blink tugged at Deskin’s arm, and he led her to their shuttle. She maintained her decorum and posture until they were aboard the Coming Storm. “Is there a guest room?”
He shook his head. “No, only the one set of quarters, why?”
“Because I wasn’t kidding about being sick. Urgat don’t metabolise alcohol the same as other species.”
“Do what you have to do—I will come in to check on you once the autopilot has taken over.” He helped her into their quarters and boosted her into the lav. “There you go. We will be on our way in a few minutes.”
Jiska dismissed her mask and closed the door to the lav. She was going to purge her system, and it was not for the faint of heart.
Her Masuo caught the hint, and it formed an anklet on her left leg. She stepped into the shower and in two minutes, the wine had left her system via her pores. Every pore on her body excreted the wine, and after the wine was clear, she was left exceptionally thirsty.
A quick towelling and her Masuo turned into a long wrap gown that exposed the inner curve of her breasts.
She fingers fluffed her hair, got two water packs and joined Deskin at the controls.
He was startled as she sat down. “You aren’t sick?”
“I was. Now I am not. Did you think I was going to throw up?”
He nodded absently.
“Urgat bleed alcohol through their pores. I just needed a shower to wash it away. It looks revolting and burns a lot.”
“Oh. I see.” He chuckled, and they lifted off the surface of Jurk Six. “I was looking forward to nursing you back to health. After all, you went above and beyond in the line of duty.”
She grimaced. “I wasn’t keen on their idea to use you as a genetic donor.”
His smile was smug. “I hadn’t noticed.”
Jiska sighed. “Fine. It was rather obvious.”
“It’s all right. I was not too happy with the captain’s offer for you to take up residence with the Correnor. I am glad you didn’t accept.”
“Why?”
He pulled them out of the atmosphere and set the controls to return them to Udell.
“Come with me, Jiska.”
She followed him, her curiosity hammering at her skull.
He took her into the bedroom and through it to the lav. He stood behind her and stared into the mirror. “What do you see when you look in this mirror?”
She shrugged. “I see you standing behind me. Why?”
His eyes were dark and intense as he stared into her face via the mirror. “I see truth. You are the truth that I have been seeking in the face of every woman I have ever met. They were all lacking this. This truth. I am yours until I die. What you choose to do with that information is up to you.”
She turned in his arms and went up on her toes, bringing him down to her for a kiss. His lips were smooth and warm, firm against hers. “This is so much better when you are awake.”
He leaned back. “You kissed me while I was unconscious?”
Her cheeks heated. “It was my first kiss, so I wanted to be in control of it, and you looked so peaceful sleeping there.”
He placed his hands on her hips. “So, how was it?”
She settled her hands on his shoulders. “A little one sided.”
“That can be remedied, but don’t knock me out.” He leaned in, and she leaned up.
They met in a kiss that shared his constraint and her curiosity. After several heated moments of groans and sighs, he broke the kiss. “This is not the place for this. The idea of a rushed beginning is not to my taste.”
She blushed and backed away. “I see. Oddly enough, that has not been my experience. Most of the men in the barracks would have jumped at the opportunity I just offered you.”
He grinned. “I know. I am not a horny teenager. Sure, I am horny, but I have patience to wait until the moment is right. Right is not while we are on the way back to a debriefing with Guardian and Pax.”
She nodded. “Fine, we will wait, but can you kiss me again? It’s surprisingly enjoyable.”
He chortled and lifted her against him, walking back to the command deck, settling her in his lap.
They kissed over and over during the hours that the ship transported them back to Udell base. By the time they arrived, Jiska was a raw nerve and her body was humming so badly, she was sure that Deskin could hear it.
A physical release was demanded, but she didn’t know how to go about it. Aside from the mandatory information necessary for a young woman, she had not been provided with anything resembling a sexual education. Gossip in the barracks had given her what little she knew of her physiology and that wasn’t much.
When they settled in a boardroom for the debriefing, Deskin did all the talking, which was fine with Jiska, because all she could think about was finishing what they had started and finding out what the scars on his chest were from.
“A drinking contest?” Guardian appeared shocked.
Deskin nodded, his face earnest. “Indeed. It was not negotiable. Blink took the initiative and did the Citadel proud. The Alliance trading team was sent back to their base, and we were free to return to Udell.”
Pax gave her a sly look. “Blink, how did you manage to drink twenty-nine cups of wine and not die?”
Jiska inclined her head. “Urgat do not process alcohol. We secrete it from our pores to purge our systems. One hard shower and I was fine.”
Pax laughed. “Handy.”
“In this instance, yes. It isn’t a trait shared by all those from my world.”
Pax smiled, “We are aware. Deskin has no trait of that nature.”
Jiska turned her head to stare at Deskin, “Why would he be compared to someone from my world?”
Guardian was surprised. “Didn’t he tell you? Deskin is a Neccial. He was forced from his home as a child and tortured to work for the state until he could escape on a transport.”
An icy ball settled in Jiska’s stomach. “Neccial?”
Deskin looked at her with calm on his beautiful face. “I was going to tell you.”
“When? After we had sex?” She felt brittle.
“Ideally, yes.” He got to his feet, but he was too late.
She let the power surge and the three beings in the room collapsed.
Jiska found the gym, and she started to work out. The men of the base were eager to help her set up the equipment, but her heart didn’t flutter when she saw them.
Neccial. He was one of the enemies that she had been trained to fight her entire life. If the people of their world hadn’t been a mix of nineteen different species, it would have been easier to see what he was.
She grunted as she pressed the weight and shoved hard. She was going to feel it the next day, but it was helping her with her emotional pain.
A shadow fell over her and hands lifted the weight from her. “Jiska, we need to talk.”
She sighed and wiped the sweat from her forehead. “Why?”
“Because, you need to hear the whole story, and I am sorry for not telling you up front.” Deskin’s face was sincere.
She got to her feet, and he offered her his hand. She walked with him down the halls until they reached a section marked as Citadel quarters. He opened the door that had both their names on it, and a comfortable sitting room greeted her gaze.
He sat down on the couch, and she sat across from him. “I am sorry I did not tell you earlier. I was afraid of how you would react.”
“Funny, that.” She kept her hands folded in her lap.
“When I was nine, a seeker came to my door and demanded my skill for the war effort. My parents fought and were killed by the recruiters accompanying the seeker, and I was hauled to the training base in shock.
“My skill at reading truth was not welcome when the dignitaries and politicians came to gauge my level of usefulness. No one wants the bald truth staring them in the face when they spend the days lying to all around them. I was rewarded with these marks, and when I was eleven, I ran away, hiding on an off-world freight transport that brought me to a Citadel outpost.
“I watched the war and paid attention to the lack of death that surged about the time that you took to the field. The Neccial were prisoners of war and the Urgat were no longer suffering catastrophic injury. Once the two governments asked for a mediator to help with their issues, I knew that my time had come. The documents provided showed me your history, and I included you in the negotiations. The price on your head was to be expected, given your history.”
She sighed. “It is plausible. More than that, it is likely. So, the Neccial were assholes too? Good to know. It makes me feel marginally less guilty.”
He reached out and pulled her into his embrace. “I am sorry that I had to hide the truth, but you weren’t ready to hear it.”
She looked into his eyes and read the truth there. “Were Guardian and Pax upset by being knocked out?”
He wrinkled his nose. “I am fairly sure that you should avoid asking for a raise anytime soon, but they did understand the reason for the upset.”
“It is a little embarrassing. I was caught off guard and that doesn’t happen often.”
Deskin hooked a finger in the front of her bodysuit and pulled her to him. “Allow me to test that. I plan to keep you off guard as often as I can.”
She chuckled and wrapped her arms around his neck as he began a series of nibbling kisses on her lips and jawline. Her Masuo retreated, leaving her naked in his arms, and he took full advantage of her vulnerable state.
It seemed that the timing was just right.
Jiska lay in bed with Deskin’s arms wrapped around her. She didn’t remember leaving the sitting room, but here she was with a pleasant ache and a physical satisfaction that her body was enjoying.
Deskin being a Neccial was going to be hard to deal with, but she would manage. If her mother could enjoy having a daughter who controlled the largest army in the region, she could manage to have a partner who had been born on the other side of the continent from her.
It would not be easy, it would not be pretty, but for a woman who could drop and army with a single thought, dealing with Deskin would be the most enjoyable challenge of her life.

Author’s Note
Embracing someone’s more irritating habits is what makes couples go from stable to eternal. I have been lucky enough to witness a few couples who had this peculiar link to each other, and despite their differences, you can literally feel the love when you are near them. You can also feel irritation and an urge to kill, but that is a tale for another day. J
The next Tale of the Citadel is Mauled by Destiny. There is a delicate moment in every woman’s life when she can either follow the path laid out by tradition or she can be clawed up by an alien interloper and begin a transformation into something far beyond her wildest dreams.
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