
        
            
                
            
        

    Born to mimic any talent she sees, Lieta is asked for help in taking down those of her own kind. A new career in Breaking Gods.
 
 
Abandoned at the doors of an abbey, Lieta began life with knowledge of how to use any talent she was in contact with. As she grew, so did her collection of accessible power.
When the Citadel came to the abbey to ask for her assistance, she was astonished to learn she was not only not the only one of her kind, but she was one of the only sane ones. Her species enjoys being worshipped and that is rarely a good result for their people.
Lieta has to stop them, nullify them and make sure that they won’t hurt others. Running into one of her previous arrests and finding out that she is expected to let him be her shadow is a shock.
Muraz once fancied himself a god, but after being shown that he was not alone, he has decided that working with the only being more powerful than himself might be educational.
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Chapter One
 
 
The storm was wild. She clutched the baby to her chest and ran through the rain.
She had been given five minutes to get her child to safety and her lack of control had caused her to overshoot the landing site. Now, she had to run.
The woman set the child against the gate in the shelter of an overhang, and she rang the bells with all her might. Her keeper was coming for her to resume her training. This was the only moment in the entire span of time that she wanted.
Her daughter needed to be safe.
A figure appeared next to her and she was hauled away before she knew that her daughter was safe. She screamed as she was taken away and then fell silent. Her daughter had heard that scream twice today. The first time had been when she died.
 
* * * *
 
The monk opened the door as the blood-curdling scream faded in the air. The smaller, more insistent shout came from the bundle at his feet. He leaned down and lifted her in his arms. “Hello, little one. Did you make all that noise?”
The baby looked at him with eyes in a purple so dark they looked to be deep brown. She blinked and slurped her fist.
The monk lifted his hand and light covered it, illuminating their new arrival. The baby waved her fist in the air and it glowed in reaction.
“Oh dear, little one. You have a lot of power in that tiny body.”
She waved both fists and both glowed. She giggled and then burped. He brought her inside to the warmth and shelter of the temple. Sister Esrai would know what to do with her.
 
* * * *
 
Twenty-three years later, Lieta was hauling in the harvest with the monks and acolytes when a blast struck the ground near her feet.
“You. Manager.”
She turned to face the young man with the dark soul and blacker temper. “Redol, right?”
“She talked about me, did she? The stupid bitch.”
Well, she had guessed right. “Ah, so you are Venila’s ex-boyfriend. You are everything she said.”
Lieta moved away from the wagon and toward the intruder, into the monastery’s property. “What did you want?”
“I want Venila back. Give her to me.”
“She is not a slave, nor is she owned by the monastery. She can come and go as she pleases, but she is choosing to live there and take vows to serve others.”
Lieta kept easing to one side until there was nothing to strike behind her.
“She is mine. She will come back to me.”
“Oh, I do not think so. She will remain where she is safe. Where a jackass with a bad temper will not cow her and make her feel like nothing has happened because her healing talent takes over the wounds.”
“Then she will be working on you tonight, bitch.” He extended his hand and a ball of whirling wind emerged. With a clumsy shove, he directed it at her.
She shook her head, caught it and sent it back with a tight, hard ball of whirling air that struck him straight in the chest.
He was knocked on his ass and he didn’t like that. He got up and sent a larger ball toward her. She caught it, tightened and sped it up, and sent it back to him.
He was swept along in the ball of wind and tumbled down the hill. She knew he would return but not today.
The harvesters were staring at her and then they broke into smiles. “Well done, Lieta.”
“Thanks, Brother Frimin, but I was just doing my job.” Lieta helped them push the cart back to the abbey, a normal woman once again.
They shoved as they climbed the hill, and soon, the fruit was safely inside the wall where the brothers and sisters of the order were waiting to turn it into jams and jellies for the local market.
Sister Esrai greeted her with a smile. “They are talking about what you did. Your control was admirable. Mother and Father wish to speak to you.”
The last sentence made Lieta straighten in shock. “Now?”
Sister Esrai gave her a wry look. “Have you ever known them to make an appointment for the future?”
She chuckled. “No. Their interest in the future is spurious at best. Can you handle this? Sister Aliyin’s talent for propagation was amazing. This is the best harvest I have seen in my twenty years here.”
“I can handle it. Now go.” Sister Esrai stroked her cheek and sent her off.
Lieta brushed her hands on her robe as she passed the industry in the forecourt. Venila was with one of the monks and her hands were steady as she chopped up fruit for the press. In the two days since she had been on the edge of death, she had recovered remarkably.
Lieta walked the halls until she reached the chapel. She pressed her hands to the door at the back of the chapel, and when she heard it unlock, she opened it.
The private garden was the home of Mother and Father, the founders of Aruda Abbey. The ancient stones had been built around them.
Lieta walked carefully into the garden, watching for any small movements that would tell her she had stepped on the wrong thing. She mentally smacked herself and removed her shoes before continuing further.
The change moved up her legs as she walked, and by the time she had reached the stone bench in the centre of the garden, her body was covered in moss, vines and twigs.
The huge tree next to her stirred and the vines parted to release Mother and Father. The figure had made itself a familiar shape, but the life within those eyes was not of the world of Kenhoick.
“Daughter, are you well?” Mother and Father sat next to her and took her hand. Thin tendrils of vine connected it to the bole of the tree.
“I am well, Mother and Father.”
There was no sense in pressing with questions. Mother and Father would only answer when they were ready, which was coincidentally when the questioner was ready.
“The harvest was good this year. The new talents are strong and have a will to work.” Mother and Father smiled, the wood of their features creaking.
“Yes, they are and do.”
Silence fell between them, but it wasn’t true silence. Trees creaked, leaves rustled and branches swayed as the heartbeat of the world was felt in the garden.
“You must leave us for a time. There is a need for it.” Mother and Father took her hand.
Lieta was shocked. “Leave the abbey?”
“Leave this world. You will return soon, but you are needed for a task you are uniquely suited for. When Sister Esrai brought you to us as a squalling pink creature and you turned into a bundle of leaves and twigs, we knew that you had a greater purpose. The opportunity to see you fulfill that purpose is a wonderful thing.”
“Mother and Father, who will protect the abbey?”
“The Citadel needs your services, so they will be sending in a guard to help us keep our security during this trying time for Venila. The monks and acolytes will be safe with the one they are sending until you return.”
Lieta was tense. She had been in charge of keeping everyone on the premises safe since she was six. The idea of leaving home to work for the benefit of someone else was a foreign idea that would take some getting used to.
“When will this be happening?”
“They are on final approach and will be landing near Corln Valley. I would like you to meet them there.” Mother and Father patted her hand. “Do not worry, you will be able to verify the suitability of your stand-in on the way back.”
“Why did you only tell me of this now?”
“You are slow to build to tension, so the proximity to the event makes it less traumatic for you. I have been watching, Lieta.”
The wooden face smiled with light cracks appearing in the surface. “You need to go now. I give you permission to leave directly from the garden if you like.”
Lieta smiled. “Thank you, Mother and Father. You do know me best.”
“Run along, little light. I will see you when you return from your adventure.”
Lieta kissed the wooden cheek and walked to a small stone circle and bent her knees. With a push, she was up and flying through the air, heading for the valley and the visitors who were carefully landing with as little motion as possible.
Strictly speaking, Kenhoick was a closed world. They had minimal technology and it was supposed to stay that way. What made them a curiosity to those around them was the ninety percent psychic-talented population that ran through their world. Everyone had a skill that came of mind and not body and that was where it became complicated. They squabbled, fought for supremacy, divided into encampments with similar interests and generally tried to stay away from each other. The abbey was one of those encampments and Mother and Father had kept things safe until Lieta arrived, making the ground outside the orchards inhospitable. There had been a ring of desolation miles wide to keep the abbey safe until Lieta took over guardianship of the abbey.
The ground became fertile and townships moved closer to the bounty that Mother and Father brought to the land without knowing why. Now, the keepers of their land were risking it all, and Lieta didn’t know why, but she knew she would obey.
 



Chapter Two
 
 
She walked toward the landing party just as the damp began to radiate out of the nearby river. “Greetings.”
Her simple gown was often mistaken for robes, but Mother and Father had been adamant that she was never to join the order. She had to remain apart but they wouldn’t say why.
There were two men and a woman walking to her with their robes flaring around. “Greetings. Are you from the abbey?”
“I am. Shall we continue? You can ask your questions on the way.”
One of the men looked around, “Why did we have to land here?”
She smiled and started forging the path through the rocks and grasses. “Kenhoick is dangerous. The host of the abbey covered your landing here. Which one of you will be staying?”
The woman looked uncertain. “The choice will be made at the abbey.”
“Fine. What are your talents?”
“I believe that we should wait until we are at the abbey before we mention them.”
Lieta laughed. “Everyone there has a talent, too; I am just curious as to the effective nature of whatever you control. We have a stalker threatening one of the acolytes. Her ex-boyfriend. He balls up wind and uses it as a weapon. With enough force behind it, I believe it could shatter rock.”
The female cleared her throat. “I create protective walls of force.”
One of the males nodded. “I encourage rapid vine growth.”
The last male said, “Fireballs.”
Lieta quirked her lips. “You might want to see a healer for that.”
The other two coughed to cover up laughter.
“It isn’t the first time that I have heard that. What is your talent?”
She sighed. “It isn’t anything flashy. I can display it when we reach the abbey. I need my people around for it.”
They nodded in acceptance, and Lieta kept their path on a direct line through the fields and into the rear entrance of the abbey. Mother and Father were strong in this area. They watched the back of the abbey and the fields beyond while Lieta took the front.
The hall ran around the central garden and let them out in the main square. Sister Esrai came running. “Lieta, are these the representatives?”
“Yes. I would suggest the female as the protector. Either of the men will disturb the fields. I need to find a bag and pack some robes.”
She saw the Citadel personnel looking at each other before the woman looked at her. “It is you? You are the talent we are to take away?”
Lieta nodded. “I am. I will return in a moment. Sister Esrai is an excellent hostess. I am sure that you will be comfortable until I return.”
One of the men said, “Wait, you said you would demonstrate your talent.”
She smiled. “Fine, demonstrate yours.”
He raised his hand and a ball of flame appeared in his palm. Lieta did the same. He lobbed the ball at her and she tossed hers to him. He caught it and he stared into his hand. “It is my fire.”
She took his offering and defused it. “No, it is a replica of your fire. You, show me the vines.”
He smiled at her order, and he knelt to pull a cable of green from the earth. Lieta did the same, but she stayed upright as she eased a tendril upward.
“I copy active talents. Nothing more, nothing less.” She pulled the green into a post that Mother and Father could either reabsorb or allow the post to stand and flourish.
She left the amazed Citadel personnel standing there and she headed off to find a satchel to carry her two changes of clothing.
Acolyte Venila came to her, “Is it true that you are leaving us?”
Lieta nodded and continued to her quarters with the woman scurrying after her.
“How can you leave us? What if he comes back?”
Lieta paused and turned. “If he comes back, the guard that has been summoned will take care of it. She will protect you and all within these walls. I am sure of it.”
“How can you leave?” It was a whispered wail.
Lieta swallowed and kept her back straight. “Because I have been asked to leave and I have been promised that I can come back and resume my life. I don’t live here because it is my choice. I serve because it is what I was born to do. This is where I belong.”
Venila nodded. “Can I help?”
Lieta put her arm around the young healer and they resumed the path to her room.
It took some digging, but she managed to find a bag to tuck her two spare gowns in along with a folded set of lace-up boots. She stood and put the bag over her shoulder. “Right. I guess I should go.”
Venila hugged her. “Take care.”
“You too. Don’t get out of the abbey until we know that he has given up. If you have to for whatever reason, take the guard with you. Do not think that you can slip past him. I had something special planned for him, but now, it has to wait until I return. He isn’t to be trusted, no matter what he says. I know that much for certain.”
Venila sniffled. “Yes, Lieta. I can’t thank you enough for getting him away from me.”
Lieta stroked her hair. “I know. You were very brave in getting away from him. If you hadn’t made it to our territory, I never would have had a chance to stop him. You chose to leave, and you chose to live. Remember that.”
The smile came from Venila’s soul and it warmed Lieta from head to toe.
“I choose.”
“It is always your choice. And now, I choose to follow orders and get my butt back here as fast as I can.”
They left her quarters and she closed the door. There was nothing inside beyond her bedroll and her sleeping mat. Still, neatness was treasured at the abbey, so closing her door was a worn-in habit.
“Why aren’t you the abbess?” Venila asked the question that had been asked over a dozen times in her life.
“I am not a member of the order. It was decided when I was a babe that I wasn’t to be part of the order but, instead, to be a curator of it.”
Venila looked at her. “Doesn’t that bother you?”
Lieta shook her head. “Why should it? It is what I was raised for.”
She looked at the newest arrival. “You grew up in a different community, but here, we are all aimed at the abbey surviving and thriving. The monks wed and have children, spending their spare time in meditation. This is a quiet, orderly place, and you either grow to love it or you will decide to leave and we will help you enter a new community, distant from him and his reach.”
“I will give it every opportunity. I enjoy the peace and the jam is coming along very well.”
Lieta chuckled. “Your baby will be fine here as well, Venila. Don’t think we didn’t notice.”
It was Venila’s own talent that had shown Lieta the truth of it the day they met. Carrying the woman to the abbey, the last few feet to safety, had shown her more than she wanted to know about anatomy and what could be done in the name of love if the soul was black.
 
She settled into the seat on the shuttle and followed their instructions for the harness. She was to address the two men as specialists and they would address her as the same.
The feeling of being separated from the world she had rested on all her life was strange but exciting. She shivered and watched the world fall away beneath them as they took off on their predetermined path.
They were taking her to where she could do the most good and she had to take their word for it, that it was the best thing for her to be doing right now. She could feel the moment the artificial gravity took hold. It had a strange, unyielding feeling, like walking on rocks instead of grass, only in every cell of her body.
“We have left the reach of your world. I am guessing that you will need some training for a more modern environment.” Specialist Ukiss smiled, his kind brown eyes at odds with the slight horns protruding from his scalp.
She unclasped the harness and rose to her feet. “Please. We have a few items at the abbey, but I would like to see them in action. Do you know where you are taking me?”
“I will show you how we work the kitchen and the lav, and then, you will get your briefing. You can ask anything you wish along the way.”
“Excellent. Please, show me anything you deem essential to my mission and blending in.”
She got the briefing on how to use the lav, and she was talked through making herself a cup of tea. The dispenser was interesting. The idea of selecting an image and having it removed and heated for consumption was amusing. The monks rose before dawn to bake the bread for the abbey, this would get all of them to their meditations with Mother and Father on time.
She smiled and sat with her cup. “Right. Tell me about where I am going and what I am doing.”
Ukiss nodded and got to his feet, snagging a flat object that resembled a modern version of an old data pad that they had at the abbey. Mother and Father kept it charged and monks could use it for study or entertainment. Lieta relaxed because it was familiar technology.
“The world of Darhil has been under a sort of siege for the last decade. A god walks amongst them and they tremble at his approach.” Ukiss brought up images of her target.
A handsome man wearing nothing but a flowing skirt fastened with a tight sash stood on a marble dais and raised his arms to the sky. Lightning flashed and streamed from the sky, pooling and crackling around his hands before he thrust his fists toward a mountain and it crumbled under the explosive power.
“He has enslaved twenty percent of the population along racial divides and he is attempting to breed every female he comes across.” He gave her a serious look. “That is not why you are here.”
“I am aware. Fortunately, that is not a weakness that I have. I can and will resist him.”
“If you can mimic talents, that might stop the lightning, but if this is a pheromone, you might be in for trouble. We won’t be able to help you. You are going in alone. All strangers are kept at the spaceport and all new females are carried to the palace for selection.”
Lieta nodded. “Is my clothing appropriate?”
“If they want you in something else, they will give it to you. Can your talent be detected?”
She cocked her head. “Could you or Specialist Heirak detect it?”
He shook his head. “No.”
“Nor has even the most curious of detector talents. I simply am what I am.”
Ukiss nodded. “Good.”
There was a silence and he finally looked at her directly with those kind brown eyes. “What are you?”
“Shall I tell you what I know?”
“If you would not mind. I confess to deep curiosity.”
Lieta leaned back and sipped at her tea. “I remember a terrible scream and my mother’s eyes staring at me before a man with black eyes took her away. I cried and cried, it seemed like days, but my mother came back and held me, running toward the abbey in the rain. My mother was the right shape, but her eyes were black and they burned with stars. She put me down, stroked my cheek and screamed as the man pulled her away once again. The scream brought a monk and he brought me to Sister Esrai. The rest of my life has been the abbey.”
“Who was your mother? How old were you?”
“From what Sister Esrai told me, I was a few hours old. Apparently, I was set up a little differently even then.”
She finished her tea and went for a second cup. Getting knowledge of the forbidden machines made her smile.
Ukiss was staring at her. “You really think you can do this?”
Lieta took the tablet and brought up the man who was controlling the world. “I can break him.”
“Good. This isn’t going to be pleasant. Feel free to kick and scream when they take you.”
“How long until we get there?”
“Seven hours.”
“Do you mind if I sleep? It has been a long day.” She got to her feet. “Oh, how are you going to explain having me on your ship?”
“Easy, you ran away from an arranged marriage and we are taking you home.” He shrugged. “We look scary enough to manage it and our ship is going to start having trouble in six hours. The last hour will be made with oxygen masks on.”
She smiled and headed for the bunks that had been pointed out on her tour. “I can’t wait.”
 



Chapter Three
 
 
It went off like clockwork. They began to suffer atmospheric trouble and sent out a distress call. Darhil requested the inhabitant manifest, and the moment that they received it, they were invited down.
Lieta sat in her seat and waited for the knock on the door. They had been told to wait for the customs and immigration officers to enter the ship.
Specialist Heirak gave her a nod, and he waited until the knock sounded before he hit the button to open the hatch.
Lieta felt nervous for the first time in a long while. The immigration officer touched her shoulder and smiled. “Please come with us, miss. We need to run you through decontamination.”
She was unbuckled and helped to her feet. They gently shepherded her out of the ship and she looked back. “Why aren’t they coming to?”
“The men are processed at a different facility. They will be taken out after you have been secured.” The officer chuckled. “There are only so many of us, so we have to engage the protocol in shifts.”
It sounded reasonable, so she didn’t struggle. She didn’t struggle when she was put into a version of the shower, but she yelped when her clothing dissolved under the liquid. She slapped at the walls in panic. “Let me out!”
She sobbed and pounded the plates of the wall with increasing strength as the liquid continued to flow over her. There was nowhere to hide.
She screamed and smashed her way through the plexi, falling in a naked, panting heap on top of the shards.
Hands helped her up and she fought them.
“Easy, miss. Easy. The gel must have detected a contaminant in your clothing. You are fine, miss. We will get you dressed.”
She felt something cool on her arm, and she looked down to see something shaped like a stubby cylinder with a trigger attached. She felt a swelling of darkness and realized that the shot was supposed to make her sleep. Lieta crumpled and let them lift her off the plexi and carry her away.
She let her body take on the rhythms of sleep. All those years of meditating were finally paying off.
They carried her carefully and placed her on a cool, flat surface. To her surprise, they stepped away from her.
Warm fingers trailed over her skin, and she heard a peculiar humming noise. Part of her thought she should recognize it.
The fingers pulled away from her, and she heard him say. “Prepare her and bring her into the palace. This is what I have been looking for.”
Hands went into action and she was lifted, bathed carefully and dressed. The touch of the hands grew more tentative, and she fluttered her eyes as if she was waking.
She shivered and sat up. “What happened?”
She looked down her body. “What am I wearing?”
The women that surrounded her smiled shyly. Their nut-brown skin was as nearly naked as she was.
“It is a Darhil traditional costume. It fits anyone, so we thought it would make it easier for you.”
Lieta got to her feet and was unsurprised to find them bare. The jewellery was an odd touch though. Bangles at her wrists and ankles jingled when she moved. That was going to get very annoying very quickly.
When she caught a look at herself in the mirror, she froze. “Oh hell no.”
The skirt was long, gauzy and was nearly transparent in a deep shade of green. A collar of beads that hung forward and back in black, green and gold covered her breasts.
Her hair had been brushed to a smooth, silky wave and a headband had a large precious stone on the centre of it. Decorations were looped over her ears and hung to her shoulders.
She had never looked like this in her life, and she realized that that was the point. It was a disorientation tactic that would put her in a vulnerable position.
Lieta made up her mind in that moment that the entire world of Darhil could see her naked if it would help her do what she had to do.
Her attendants smiled at her and steered her out of the building where they had dressed her and onto a flat platform that rose in the air to cruise toward the palace. It was easy to spot the palace; it was the only advanced building visible.
She had no idea how much time had passed since they landed, but she was preparing for battle. Whatever she was here for, she was about to do it. She wasn’t letting him get her into bed. She wasn’t that kind of alien.
Lieta looked around and she noticed a gathering crowd. Apparently, they had been notified that she was coming.
The platform landed and the women with her knelt as they faced their god.
The women hissed, “Kneel.”
Lieta stepped forward. “I will not kneel.”
The crowd murmured as she broke protocol.
The god narrowed his gaze. “Kneel.”
She felt the air buffet her, pressing on her shoulders, forcing her down.
Lieta floated up against his pressure, and she raised her hands. “I will not kneel.”
The sky darkened and the wind stirred the air as moisture churned.
“I am a god, and you will kneel to me!” Lightning cracked around his hands, and he thrust them forward, firing at her.
She was done. She moved toward him and caught the energy, turning it back on him as she skimmed across the divide between them. With a snap, she encased him and the lightning in a force field and cut off his air.
She watched him suffocate and turned toward the attendants who were looking on in horror. “Yes?”
“Are you a god?”
She winced. She drew on the sonic talent so her voice boomed over the crowd. “No. I am a woman of power and I have come to reclaim this man. He is no more a god than I am and his will has twisted your society. I order you to tear this palace apart, to free the slaves and to resume your lives with his presence here as the measure of an evil being who came to rule you. Make him a creature of myth and legend and live in your reality.”
Lieta wrapped the body in bands of power and felt the pulse inside. He was still alive.
The flight was short. She managed to find the shuttle again, and with the god in her grip, she simply glared at the guards who stared at her. “He is going home.”
Once inside the ship, she dropped her cargo on the floor. “Do you have anything to tie him with?”
The guard watching the two specialists jumped and his jaw dropped as he looked from the god on the floor to the woman who was standing with her foot on his chest. She sighed and sent a light zap of electricity through him, causing him to stiffen and crumple.
Heirak got up from his seat and lifted the guard, taking him outside the ship. When he returned, he opened a cupboard, removed a column of something shiny and wrapped it around the head and neck of the deity on the ground. The man under her foot shuddered.
“What was that?”
Lieta brushed her hands along her thighs and watched as Heirak heaved the deity onto the medical bed before wrapping him tightly to it with that substance.
“It is called null film. It was designed to transport talents to prison stations.”
“Where are we taking him?”
“Janial station. He has been tried in absentia for enslaving a primitive race. We have social repair specialists in the population already. They will assess the damage and determine the sentence. His guilt is not in debate.”
She smiled. “And then you take me home.”
He gave her a look that spoke volumes. “Correct. We will take you home.”
Lieta folded out the jump seat in medical. “I will stay here for the flight. If he wakes, I don’t want him panicking and hurting himself.”
Specialist Heirak gave her an odd look and then nodded. He headed for the control deck, and minutes later, they were lifting off.
She swayed as they parted from the atmosphere. The man on the bed moaned and twitched. Lieta stood up the moment they were stable and she crooned to sooth him.
It took an hour, but he opened his eyes and fought his restraints. The null film flexed but didn’t break. “Where am I?”
“You are on a ship and heading for prison, my friend.” She couldn’t help but feel something when he was near her.
“What happened?”
“I pulled rank on god.” She smiled. “You ran into someone you couldn’t control or intimidate. Now, you are going to spend time in confinement.”
He scowled. “So, you have power as well? I thought I was the only one.”
“Where I come from, you would have had your ass handed to you the moment you tried to pull any of that holy crap. If what I read is correct, you will meet a few other talents in the prison.”
He groaned and she could feel him trying to exert his energy.
“That isn’t wise. What is your name, by the way?”
“Muraz of the Kianhar. I would bow, but it seems I am bound.”
“Oh, and you will remain so, Muraz.” She turned away.
“Wait. I have never seen a woman like you.”
“As far as I know, there isn’t one. When I was made, someone killed the mould.” She was shocked. She never just blurted that out. She backed away and sat down.
He tried to look at her but his head was restrained. “Come back where I can see you.” His voice had turned low and husky.
“No. I am fine here. I have had a trying day.”
To her surprise, he chuckled. “You and me both.”
She paused and then giggles broke free before they turned into wild laughter. It really had been a trying day.
 



Chapter Four
 
 
It felt surreal to return home with her ridiculous costume in her bag where a regular boring gown used to be.
She felt a surge of relief when she walked through the rear entrance of the abbey.
When she stepped out of the tunnels and into the square, everyone froze for a moment before they surged around her, hugging her and congratulating her on her successful return.
Specialist Valuu stepped up and shook her hand. “Curator, your skills have given me very big shoes to fill.”
“Since everyone seems hale and hearty, I am guessing that you did just fine. Your partners are waiting in the shuttle, but they are tucked into their dinner so there is no hurry.”
Valuu grinned. “Speaking of which, you must be hungry. Venila has been working on her cooking, so this could be an interesting evening.”
“I think this is my biggest challenge so far. Shall we?”
The community gathered around her and she sat in the dining hall, in the place she always occupied. The stew was a little…unusually seasoned, but she could eat it.
Sister Esrai smiled. “Mother and Father wish to see you as soon as you eat.”
Valuu shook her head. “No matter how politely I asked, I was never allowed to meet them.”
Lieta patted her hand. “They pick the time, the place and what they will tell you. If I go on another assignment and you return to fill in, they will evaluate whether you are ready to meet them. Eventually, you will meet them.”
“Can you at least tell me about them?”
Lieta smiled, “They simply are what they are. When you see them, you will know what I am talking about.”
“I look forward to it.”
Lieta chuckled. “It shows what you know.”
 
She took off her shoes and paced down the pathway to the stone seat. Her skin wooded over and Mother and Father appeared.
“Hello, Mother and Father.”
“Lieta, our dearest one. How was your adventure?” The rough bark of their hands held hers.
“I was responsible for knocking a civilization back to the bronze age, and I met a man I couldn’t look away from and made sure he was locked away. It was a pretty good adventure, but there are some regrets.”
“Like what?”
“I finally met a man that I actually could see myself with and he was an ego maniac who enslaved a people.”
“Is that all?”
Shock was a polite word for what was running through Lieta’s mind. “All?”
“Enslaving a people is easy. You could have done it yourself. What was he doing with his power?”
“Trying to breed. From the records available, he never managed to have offspring.”
“Then consider his actions the work of a desperate man. He was alone and he didn’t want to die that way. He tried to create his own world, his own family.” Mother and Father smiled. “Perhaps it is time to tell you of my own people. We seeded ourselves throughout the known worlds and many that were unknown. We chose our planets with care and put down roots. When the time was right, we looked at the existing population and we made our own children to match it. Those children went out and found partners who bore the next generation. It continued down the line until the thread of our blood ran thin in thousands, but in some, it began to weave back together again.”
“You never told me that before.”
“You never needed to know that you are descended from beings of power, beings of wild energy and us. We are your ultimate progenitors and we are very proud.” Mother and Father caressed her face with small tendrils of vines.
“Will you tell me why my mother died?”
“Her mate wanted the child but your mother was powerful and his people feared it. They struck him down and chased her while she was near to term. She ran for weeks before she gave birth and she was nearly to safety when they struck her down as well.”
“Who took her while I watched?”
“We are not sure, but your description is of a group called the Watchers. I have never met one, but they match the mode and description that you shared with us.”
She sighed. “How can I learn more of them?”
Mother and Father shrugged. It was amazing; Lieta had never seen that particular move from her guardian before.
“I suppose that you can seek them out amongst the stars, but we have no way of getting you there.” Mother and Father gave her an innocent look.
Smiling with a wry twist to her lips, Lieta said, “Then I shall have to work here in harmony until the Citadel calls again.”
“Can you do it with calm? Can you wait with patience?”
She squeezed Mother and Father’s hands. “Do you know who you are dealing with?”
“Not all of you, you constantly surprise us, Lieta.”
“I am glad. Life gets very long if there are no surprises.”
Mother and Father drew her close for a hug. “You have no idea.”
They both chuckled, and when Lieta left Mother and Father, she was at peace. A footstep in the chapel hall near her reminded her to shed the bark so that when Specialist Valuu rounded the corner she was back to her normal appearance.
“Did you meet with them?” Valuu was curious.
“Yes. They were happy I am back and appreciated your efforts.” She linked arms with Valuu and drew her away from the chapel and back to the dining hall.
Valuu sighed. “I suppose if I return I will have another opportunity to meet them.”
“I suppose you will. Find me another god to remove and you might have the chance.”
“Don’t tempt me. Venila’s ex did make an attempt on the abbey, but I was able to turn him back. I think the next time he comes, he will be bringing a group. He seems tired of trying to do it for his own dignity; there is desperation in his words and movements.”
“I stand warned. Frankly, I am a little more eager for a fight than I should be. The god didn’t put up the fight I was hoping for.”
Valuu chuckled. “I think I understand why you were never inducted into the abbey. You have a line of energy that runs through you. You need to put yourself in harm’s way, to be between the innocent and the attackers. The others have commented on it over the last few days.”
“Yes. I suppose I do. I protect what is mine and this abbey is mine. It is the only home I have known and I will not see those within it harmed.” Lieta shrugged.
“It is a good quest to keep them safe, but I will endeavour to seek out others that need your touch, if only to earn myself an audience with Mother and Father.”
Lieta sat with her and sipped at her tea while they discussed Darhil and the man who was controlling it. When Valuu’s robes chirped insistently, she gave a wry look and sighed. “My time here is at an end for now. I wish you well, Lieta.”
“And you as well, Specialist. Your protection was welcome.”
She got to her feet and escorted Valuu back to the shuttle. Once they were all inside, she flew back to the abbey. She wanted to be back in her own bed.
 
* * * *
 
Specialist Heirak looked through the viewer and he cleared his throat. “Ukiss, did you know she could fly?”
“No; no, I did not. It seems she isn’t restricted to the mimicry of skills.”
Valuu came into the cockpit and she strapped in. “I don’t think she has to be in the presence of an active talent to use their skills. I think she can keep them and use them when she likes.”
“Was that what you surmised or what you saw?”
Valuu shrugged. “It was what the locals told me. They have seen her use a multitude of skills in response to an attack, without the original owners of those skills being present.”
“Interesting. Do you think we will have an occasion to return?” Ukiss asked her over his shoulder.
“With the intel we received before we left, this was not the only occasion where a talent was using their powers to subvert the will of a population. I am fairly positive that we will be calling on Lieta again.”
Heirak scowled. “I don’t know if that is a good idea. She had a lot of sympathy for Muraz of Darhil. I could almost see a connection between them.”
Ukiss nodded. “There may have been. The power signatures are similar, as are those who have begun to surface in control of countries and entire worlds. It was like they all activated at the same time. Whether it is genetics or energy, something connects them.”
Valuu shook her head. “Whatever it is, Lieta is stronger and has a selfless energy that makes her approachable. She also doesn’t have an avaricious bone in her body. She wants what is best for those around her and she defends and doesn’t prey on the weak.”
Heirak chose his words with care. “Perhaps that is how they gain the loyalty of those around them. Nothing is more powerful than a charismatic leader with a loyal core of followers.”
Valuu shook her head in denial. “Lieta will not be a god, nor will she be a leader. She is content in the role of protector, but the stars help anyone who attacks those in her care. I am fairly sure that she would turn them inside out without another thought.”
It was the last sentence stated until they were far away from the abbey and on their way home to the Citadel outpost on Norfing. It was time to wait for another beast to raise it head, and they would assess and swoop down. Policing talents on untalented worlds was their business and business was booming.
 



Chapter Five
 
 
Three weeks later, Redol struck again and he was not alone.
They were finishing the pear harvest and Lieta felt the waves of hostility. She ordered everyone into the abbey and she left the orchard. There was no sense in harming the trees.
There were hundreds of metres between the orchard and the abbey. She spread Specialist Valuu’s shields out and pulled them from the abbey gate toward her. The cursing made her smile. They hadn’t expected her to know they were there.
A rushing sound behind her made her hurry. She jerked on the two weights against her shield and threw them toward the bodies attacking her turned body.
She turned slowly and faced Redol once again. “You are certainly not a quitter.”
“She is mine and she knows it.”
Lieta felt the ripple in the energy behind her and she sighed. She knew that Venila had to do this, but it created additional tension.
Venila came forward in the robes of a monk. “I am not returning to you, Redol. I am not yours. I am my own woman and I will remain here at the abbey where I am safe and my contributions are honoured.”
Venila came and stood next to Lieta. The wind blew the fabric against the slight swell of her belly and she put a reflexive hand over her child.
Redol reeled back. “They have brainwashed you.”
Venila chuckled. “On the contrary. They left me alone and only touched me when I touched first. I have had another lover since I have been here and it was an eye-opening experience. To be touched with gentleness and not with rage nearly brought me to tears.”
He looked like he was going to cry. “I had to keep you in line. I had to earn the respect of the men around me.”
“I am a healer, Redol! My talent calls me to the wounded as yours calls you to battle. You never understood that. I needed to go to the injured and weak no matter what your men thought. That is the price of being with a healer. Beating me until I couldn’t walk didn’t show your strength, it showed your weakness and lack of control.”
His jaw worked and balls of wind gathered on his fists. “Where is your lover? What does he do?”
“She sculpts the stone with her bare fingers. Her strength is incredible and her gentleness is more so. She fills my soul and holds me when I cry.”
Lieta was proud that Venila was declaring her preference. Her internal struggles had eased the moment she knew what she was in all aspects of her personality. Mind and body had finally found harmony and she glowed with it.
Redol flinched and he screamed, “Abomination!”
Lieta caught the riot of wind and held it a foot away from Venila. She was unruffled by the storm and was completely confident in Lieta’s ability to keep her safe. It was humbling.
She gripped the wind and pulled it away from Venila, splitting it and firing it at the two men who had regained visibility.
“Leave, Redol, and do not return. There is nothing for you here.”
“They will think me weak.” He wavered.
“Your wind redirected has left both of your men broken and bloody. If Venila wishes to, she has full permission to heal them, but if you attack her, I will pin you to that tree through your chest and rip out your heart.”
He nodded nervously but she could see his eyes calculating as Venila moved forward. It was time to see if he had any self-control.
 
Venila helped her back into the abbey, the blood on her gown was alarming but none of it was hers. Having to carry out a threat was always difficult, but it had kept the abbey from incursions for two decades.
“I hate to say it, but I am glad it is over.” Venila whispered it to Lieta as she walked her to the bathing pools with the inhabitants giving them a wide berth.
Lieta sat and Venila unlaced her boots, and Lieta stood to let the gown slip up and off her body. Once she was naked, Lieta dove into the pool and went for a swim. The water was part of Mother and Father, so anyone bathing in it, they knew from skin to soul.
She stayed under the water for ten minutes, feeling the peace of the deep water. When she was ready, she stood and walked along the bottom of the pool until she surfaced.
The three specialists from the Citadel were standing at the foot of the pool. She nodded and continued to approach them wearing nothing but the water. Sister Esrai was waiting for her with a towel and robe.
In silence, she towelled off and slipped the robe on. Tea had been prepared and was waiting for her at the nearby table. “Join me, please, and tell me what you need.”
The specialists looked at each other nervously. Valuu asked, “Did…you just kill someone?”
Lieta sighed. “I did. He beat a woman nearly to death and when she ran here, he followed. You met her and dealt with him. Redol. This time, he brought reinforcements. I had to stop him or he would have raised an army to destroy Venila.”
Valuu asked, “Why?”
“His clan doesn’t hold with same-sex bonding. Unfortunately, Venila’s psyche does. She found love and support here, and she is flourishing. She told him that, told him that she wanted nothing to do with him and he would not take no for an answer. He could have walked away, but no, he brought witnesses. With those two men there, he could not back down. I struck them down and gave him an out. He held to his fury and there is nothing to do with a man who gets his validation from other men and not those who love him.”
Lieta poured tea for all of them; her hands shook.
To her surprise, Heirak helped her steady her hand as she drank. His eyes held understanding and compassion. “Sometimes you have to do what you are forced to by circumstance. It doesn’t mean you enjoy it or that you are not glad, but the regret of the necessity of it is always with you. He knew you meant what you said. He had no reason to doubt it, but his pride allowed him only one way out. For the safety of everyone in the abbey, you had to do what you did.”
Her tremors stopped. “I appreciate your understanding, but you are not here to give me therapy. What do you need?”
They brought out a data pad, and in the dimly lit confines of the bathing pool, they showed her horrors that made her actions of the previous hours look like finger painting.
“He flays anyone who crosses him. He is forcing his armies across the continent and folk are dying by the hundreds.” Ukiss leaned forward with his brown gaze urgent.
She nodded. “Sister Esrai?”
“Mother and Father are waiting. They also wish you to bring Specialist Valuu.”
She got to her feet. “Come along, Specialist, this is the moment you were waiting for.”
“Heirak, Ukiss, I am sure that the sister will see you situated in the common room. We will return when Mother and Father have finished their conversation.”
With her robe whispering around her legs, she began the trip to the inner garden with Valuu scrambling to catch up.
Lieta didn’t feel like talking. She pressed her hand to the door. “Place your palm next to mine. If two are summoned, two must ask for entrance.”
Valuu pressed her hand to the wood and the click was audible. “How do they know?”
“You will understand.”
They walked the halls and entered the garden. “This is the inner garden. Remove your footwear if you can. It helps Mother and Father communicate directly.”
She waited while Valuu pulled off her boots. Once her silvery feet were exposed, her eyes widened. “They are…we are…”
“Come this way and sit on the bench.” Lieta pulled her wooden skin around her and registered Valuu’s gasp.
“Valuu, I know you asked everyone about the scope of my talent. You were subtle but no one keeps secrets from me. They lined up to tell me everything that had gone on here the moment I arrived.”
She took her seat on the bench and showed Valuu where to sit. The specialist was nervous.
“Relax. Mother and Father are merely entities in a different form. They are not bipedal but they can support and cherish those who are.”
The tree shifted and opened with Mother and Father stepping forward. Lieta made the introductions. “Mother and Father. This is Specialist Valuu. Specialist Valuu, this is Mother and Father.”
“Dearest child, thank you for the introduction. I have asked to speak with the specialist because she knows about the surge in the children of my kind. Though she does not know what they are.”
Mother and Father sat between them and spoke of the race of the Aruda, told of the pairs of seeds scattered across a thousand worlds. Explained about the children made to become one with the populations, but the Aruda could not always choose where they landed and some floated to worlds with spacefaring technology. Over hundreds and thousands of years, those children evolved into something extraordinarily powerful and if their progenitors did not check them, they could become an unstoppable evil and spread like a cancer across the universe.
The entire time that Mother and Father were speaking, tendrils caressed Lieta’s hand as she learned the same information that was being illuminated to Valuu.
Mother and Father were trying to calm her, but she was still on edge. Killing was her least favourite activity, but based on those images, she was going to have to do it again.
She now knew the reason that she wasn’t in charge of the abbey, and it had nothing to do with her being a better guard than an administrator. She was a danger to herself and the people around her and a better tool than an abbess. Her fate was sealed.
Mother and Father turned to her. “You are wrong. I love you and you would be a fine abbess, but you have other things that must be done first. You are the only child of the Aruda to become what you are. All others are powerful, but their skills lie along one line only. You are strong and born to protect others. You have done an amazing job here and I want you to continue to develop your skills. That can’t be done in dribs and drabs. I am putting you into the fire, and I know you will be stronger for it.”
The wooden fingers caressed her temple and cheek. “Go and shake the universe, little light. Break the gods, and then come home to be with those who love you.”
Lieta dragged in a deep breath and hugged Mother and Father. Next to Sister Esrai, it was the closest thing to a family that she had. She memorized the feel of the bark, the scent of green, loam and wood. She would need to hold that memory when she was in space. She got the feeling she was going to need it.
 



Chapter Six
 
 
One month later, she had arrested two Aruda and killed one. She had never been so glad to see the stone walls of home.
The path through the fields skimmed under her feet as she rushed to the rear entrance of the abbey and raced through the halls. She burst into the square and froze at the image in front of her.
The standard monks and acolytes were there, but so was Muraz. He was piling autumn vegetables with one of the acolytes and he was laughing.
Lieta let her power run under her skin, and it was only when a startled Specialist Valuu saw her that anyone noticed she was there.
Valuu must have seen something in her eyes, because she approached with her hands out in a calming pose. “Easy, Lieta. He is here as part of his probation. He was offered the chance to meet Mother and Father and learn from them. Muraz is safe to be around now.”
Muraz was looking at her with cautious eyes. They were a beautiful dark amethyst and he had thick dark lashes. His features were just as beautiful as they were the first time she had seen him, though his clothing was the modest robe of an acolyte of the Aruda Abbey.
Lieta said through clenched teeth. “How long has he been here?”
“Three weeks. He is serving three years supervised probation for his crimes on Darhil. Surprisingly, though he was looking for a breeding partner, he never found one. There was an entire seraglio of untouched women who were all returned home. The funny thing was that they didn’t want to go.”
There was too much power in her system. “Please excuse me.”
She tried to run for the front door of the abbey but Muraz got in the way. She struggled against him but he kissed her. All the fire and panic she had been feeling rushed out of her and into him. He shuddered as he took on her overflow of power.
When he raised his head, his lips were shining and his eyes glowed. “I am surprised that that worked.”
She blinked and punched him in the jaw a moment before she snapped her knee up.
Sister Esrai put her hand on Lieta’s arm. “Mother and Father want to see both of you.”
Lieta looked at the man kneeling on the ground with tears in his eyes. “Get up, Muraz. Time to take a meeting.”
He grunted and she helped him to his feet. “I suppose I deserved that.”
“You did. I liked that gown. I only had three.” She shrugged and walked with him to the chapel.
“You really grew up here?”
“Yes. I was one day old and found at the gates by Brother Eycar. He passed away ten years ago, but he named me the day that he found me by the gates.”
“What happened to your parents?”
“My father was killed, but my mother…I need to ask Mother and Father something.” Lieta had a reason for her tension. She had been eager to get some answers the moment that she had seen the woman from her earliest memories outside the temple where her third target had been sacrificing a child to gain some knowledge of the future.
Horror had gripped her, but she had stopped the butcher before he had completed his work. She had stopped him by splitting him into eight individual pieces, using his own talent.
She healed the child and the mother rushed forward sobbing, but in the gallery of those forced to view the massacre was a woman with brown hair, black eyes and creamy skin. The woman had a soft smile and a single tear running down her cheek. She nodded slightly and disappeared while Lieta stared.
If Mother and Father knew anything about the woman with black eyes, she needed to know.
Muraz pressed his hand to the door and she set hers next to it. The door swung open immediately and they walked in, side by side.
She peeled off her boots and wriggled her feet in the grass. Lieta pulled her nature form around her and was surprised when Muraz did the same.
He smiled and shrugged. “Mother and Father told me how to do it. I am sincerely remorseful for what I tried to do on Darhil. I was trying to make a home. I was rejected by my world, so I went in search of one that would still believe in the divine.”
“You found it.”
“And while I gathered them together in search of a mate, I did not harm them or their people. I just examined them and checked for compatibility. None were right, but they wouldn’t leave.” He shrugged.
Even in the nature form, he was stunning. His skin was deep brown bark and his hair waved with shades of green. His eyes remained that deep, fascinating purple.
Her own skin had changed, she had a silvery cast over her green bark and she couldn’t see her hair. It would have been foolish to look.
They sat on the bench and waited. The tree rustled, vines slid apart and Mother and Father stepped free.
For the first time in her life, Lieta saw Mother and Father surprised. “Lieta, you have changed.”
Lieta nodded. “I have.”
She rose and hugged Mother and Father, feeling their touch on her thoughts in a way she had not been able to before. With complete surrender, she invited them into her thoughts and memories.
“Oh, Lieta.” They caressed her hair and held her tight. The images of the dead children still stuck in her mind along with the splatters of blood on the walls.
They pulled her down to the bench next to Muraz and held her hand. “Take his hand and show him what you showed us.”
Lieta jolted. “Why?”
“Because you are for him as he is for you, now take his hand, Lieta, and show him what has been done by the other children of the Aruda. Make him understand what you are feeling.”
Muraz held his hand out, palm up.
Lieta placed her hand in his and the air left the room as she shared everything that she had seen in her last three missions. Two of the gods had been content to order their people around and use their power to enforce it; it was only the third that had gone mad and had needed to be destroyed. The first two had settled for unconsciousness and arrest in a swath of null film.
Muraz took it all in, examining it in detail. He focused on the woman on the observer’s balcony and surprise rang in his mind. He spoke out loud. “I have seen her before.”
Lieta was shocked. “What?”
He was looking at her with dawning comprehension. “She came to me and laughed when I offered to test her as my mate. She warned me against injuring any of the men or women in my care. She said I could do what I wished but I needed to make sure that no one was hurt or my future would be at stake.”
Mother and Father were shocked as well. “You have seen her? Seen the watcher? What else did she say?”
He frowned and narrowed his eyes. “I didn’t understand then but she said, hurt my daughter and she will make sure to wear your guts on the outside of her body. You are her daughter.”
Lieta shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. The more I examine my life, the more I catch glimpses of that woman. If she is my mother, why won’t she talk to me?”
An unfamiliar voice spoke from the shadows. “I was waiting until you could understand, Lieta. It is a lovely name.”
Lieta’s mouth went dry as the woman stepped out of the shadows and into the light. Mother and Father remained silent but attentive.
“Thank you, the monk that found me at the gate could light his hands. He touched me and I did the same, my fist lit up and he named me Little Light.”
The woman smiled. “I knew you would be safe here. I see that Mother and Father are doing well now that you have come into your own.”
Lieta released the hands of those next to her and she got to her feet. “What is your name?”
“Whella of the bright islands. It took me two months to get here and I talked to you the entire time. I could swear that you heard everything that I said from your place within my belly.”
Lieta smiled sadly. “Where did you go?”
“I was murdered minutes after you were born. My skills as a healer were no match for a knife while I was waiting for the afterbirth. I was dead one minute, and the next, I was being carried away to be healed. I tried to get back to you every minute for the next month but I was too weak. When I finally managed it, I only had a few minutes before my tutor caught me and pulled me back for more watcher training. I got you to the abbey; I knew that Mother and Father would keep you safe. My time with the watchers confirmed it.”
Lieta scowled. “How could you be gone for a month and it was only a few hours?”
Whella smiled. “I knew you were awake and alert the moment you were born. The short answer is I was pulled out of time. I found the moment you were born and tried to get back right after I was removed, but I missed. It was still very early days for me.”
Mother and Father asked, “How long have you been a watcher?”
“Good question. Two hundred years, and each day that I am not on assignment recording history, I look for Lieta. Imagine my surprise when the two occupations collided. That was when I decided to visit.”
A wooden seat took shape formed out of twisted vines. Mother and Father smiled. “Take a seat and explain.”
Whella sat. “There is an event coming and the Aruda will play a part. Your work has begun, daughter, but there is much more stretching in front of you and you cannot do it alone.”
Lieta pinched her nose. “This feels like a mass matchmaking.”
Mother and Father chuckled. “I had this in mind all along. When Muraz offered to atone for his crimes and was offered the opportunity, we seized it.”
Lieta snorted. “So, I am penance? I rather like the sound of that.”
Muraz was sitting quietly. “How could you leave her like that?”
Whella looked at him and smiled sadly, “Because I was already dead. There was no choice. There is no life where I reside. No children, no growth. We exist to serve the future and record the past by every angle possible.”
Lieta cocked her head. “How did you know to come here?”
Mother and Father whispered, “We called her. We thought she would be safe here if we could get her within our borders in time.”
Lieta slumped in shock. “I thought she was chased.”
Whella smiled. “I was. I was the strongest healer in the bright islands. I served in the king’s court and folk came from distant countries for healing. When I told the king I had to leave, he refused and I bribed a guard and slipped out during a festival when I was supposed to be resting because of my delicate condition.”
“Who was my father?”
“He is still alive. King Athercourt of the bright islands. He sent men after us who killed the guard, leaving me alone for the last of the journey when my labour started. I knew I was too far away, but I went as far as I could.”
Lieta’s head spun. “I have a living parent.”
Mother and Father took her hand. “We didn’t know. We thought that the body found was her husband.”
Muraz was calmer. “Do you wish to see him?”
“Yes, but not now. Not right away. I need some time to recover. Whella, it has been good to speak to you, but I need to bathe.”
Whella smiled and got to her feet, touching Lieta’s cheek as she had done only twice before. “I will be around if you need me, Lieta. I have full authorization to give any information I can about your current timeline.”
“Thank you. When the shock wears off, I am sure that I will be delighted to see you again. For now, thank you. You have answered many questions for me and it has put pieces of myself into place.”
Whella kissed her quickly on the forehead and disappeared. Lieta now understood how she could do it with no one looking at her. She simply removed herself from time.
“Thank you for your help, Muraz. Thank you for your assistance, Mother and Father. May I be dismissed to bathe?”
Mother and Father stood. “Of course, Lieta, but you go nowhere without Muraz. He will take what you cannot handle. We are assigning him to be your shadow. You two will eventually become one, but until that happens, he will be with you on every assignment and every moment at the abbey. This is not up for discussion, Lieta. You will do it.”
Muraz wasn’t gloating, he was calmly accepting. “I will try to be unobtrusive, Lieta.”
“It is fine as long as I get my bath. I have looked forward to coming home and things are definitely not as joyous as I had hoped. Nothing here has changed, but I have turned into something I don’t recognize. I need to find the old me.”
She kissed Mother and Father on the cheek and went to retrieve her boots. Instead of putting them on, she kept them in her hand as she exited the garden.
 
* * * *
 
Muraz turned to Mother and Father. “She is taking this better than you anticipated.”
“Indeed. She is strong. She will recover, but she is also a sensitive soul and what she must do hurts her. You are the balm that we offer to her and we count upon you to keep her safe and sane. Both will be difficult.” Mother and Father returned to the bole of the tree where their true minds resided.
Muraz bowed and walked after the woman who would be his mate. Embracing the power slowed their aging, so he had plenty of time with the woman he wanted. For now, his duty was to help keep her from burning herself out.
A few hours linked to Mother and Father had filled in the cracks of what he was and what his duty was to those living at the abbey. It had given him a purpose that his life had been lacking, and the folk who accepted him were honest, hardworking and all had a talent of some sort. He was with his own kind and it was a balm to his soul. Now, he had to pass it along to the woman who had lost that inner peace.
 



Chapter Seven
 
 
Getting out of robes and a bodysuit was considerably worse than shucking a plain gown. Her hands fumbled as she peeled the clothing away.
Muraz joined her just as she was peeling out of the top of the suit. She looked at him with a sort of a challenge that she couldn’t stop and pried the suit off her body, kicking free of the legs. For some reason, the very sight of him antagonized her.
She breathed deep and walked into the water until it closed over her head. Swimming as deeply into the cavern as she could, she found the calmest, deepest spot she could and settled down.
When Muraz swam toward her, her irritation was lessening. She took his hand and used that touch to show him how to simply not breathe under the water. He looked at her with surprise and settled down next to her.
They sat there for twenty minutes and Lieta absorbed the serenity of home. When she stood and began walking out of the water, Muraz was at her side.
Sister Esrai and Brother Frimin were waiting to dry them and wrap them in robes.
Attendance after a traumatic exertion had become a ritual after she had been forced to take a life for the first time. They had dried her, wrapped her and taken her to Mother and Father. Today, the order was reversed, but Esrai’s hands were no less gentle for that.
Barefoot and robed, they walked to the main square and the dining tables had been laid out and torches flared to light the interior. Music played the moment they stepped inside and part of Lieta clicked into place once again. Venila came to her and gave her a hug, which gave permission to everyone else. She was swamped with hugs, laughter and flowers.
Specialists Heirak and Ukiss were there with Valuu and they stared at Muraz during the dinner.
Muraz smiled, “I believe I will get a complex. They do not seem happy to see me.”
Lieta chuckled. “They do not. I believe they were sure that you were torturing your population and forcing yourself on the women.”
He frowned. “Why would they think that?”
“Because that is what they were told and that is what they told me. I was expecting something quite different, but when you started acting like a thwarted child, you still kept the force of your lightning away from your people. That counted for a lot.”
He ducked his head, “I never meant to hurt them.”
Lieta put her hand on his. “I know. The information exchange went both ways. You were not acting in malice but need. There is a difference.”
“That is what the Minder at Janial said. I will admit I had no idea that supernatural talents were flaring up in such varied populations.”
“They always have been. Our kind just come to them when the time is right and the blood of the Aruda builds up.” She looked down and realized that she was still holding his hand. It felt so normal, so natural. She jerked her hand away.
“You finally noticed.” He was smiling. “It is fine. Mother and Father said we were born to be drawn to each other.”
“They would know. Each leaf on the tree is one of our kind on this world, but to date, I am the only one to evolve to this level. You seem to be catching up.”
“It has only been weeks, but Mother and Father have met with me daily. They have helped me become what I should have been all along.”
Lieta was curious. “What was your home like before Darhil?”
“It was polite, cold. They didn’t know what to do with me and I couldn’t ever use my talent without injuring folks around me. The effort to master my skills took all of my control. When my parents had amassed enough money, they sent me off in a shuttle with just enough training and supplies to last me for four months and told me to find a world where I couldn’t hurt anyone. They told me to make it my own, so I did.”
Sister Esrai took the seat across from them. “In case you think we do not know who he is and what he did, we got full disclosure from him when he arrived. We have moved you to the double quarters on Mother and Father’s orders.”
Lieta scowled. “They didn’t tell me that.”
Sister Esrai smiled, her weathered features wore the familiar look of amusement at Lieta’s naivety. “They didn’t want to upset you anymore than you already were.”
Singing and dancing rang through the central courtyard.
As the evening went on, the specialists took their leave. Lieta was happy to see them go, and she knew that for Heirak and Ukiss, it was the last time. They did not like Muraz and it showed in their bristling hostility. Valuu knew that they were a set now and she would pass it along. The next pilot that she got would be aware and hopefully accepting of the situation.
“Do you dance?”
She shook herself out of her plans for the next time she had to go in search of her own kind. “What?”
“Lieta, do you dance?” Muraz smiled.
“Yes. A little. Why?”
“You need to work off some of your tension and it is a good way to do it and keep your dignity.” He got to his feet and held out his hand.
She put her hand in his. “You have never seen me dance.”
Lieta pivoted on the bench and stood up. She grinned when the dancers tripled the amount of room they would normally give a new couple.
The sash around her waist kept the robe in place as she stepped, turned, bowed, twisted, turned, stepped and turned again. Muraz kept up, but he was laughing too hard and missed a few steps as they faced each other, held hands and skipped sideways.
Lieta poured her enthusiasm for life into her dancing. This was something that everyone did equally, no matter their talent.
She spun, jumped, landed and laughed while kicking up her heels and moving with energy until she was pleasantly tired.
The music slowed suddenly and Muraz pulled her against him. The robes were thick enough for decency but thin enough that she could feel the heat from his body. Her hands were flat on his shoulders and they were both sweating. The torches were being extinguished and the moonlight painted them with cool colours. When she yawned and swayed against him, she felt his silent chuckle through her palms.
Lieta looked up at him and smiled. “Yes, I know I need to get some sleep.”
“If only for the sake of the musicians. They don’t want to disappoint you and they are exhausted. It has been all hands to the harvest.”
She paused. “Right.”
Lieta eased herself out of his arms and nodded to the brothers and sisters still playing the instruments. They stopped with relief. Fingers were stretched and lips were massaged.
With a smile, she pulled out a new trick, formed particles of light in her hand and blew them toward the musicians where they clung and glittered on faces and hands. “Thank you.”
Each bit of light carried gratitude with it and they would feel it until the morning.
Muraz asked, “What was that?”
“A thank you. We don’t use money as you know by now. I met a woman whose child had been taken apart by a madman and she thanked me with light, so I kept the skill, though I could not heal her loss.”
She began walking into the abbey proper with Muraz at her side. She clarified her position. “I accept you as my shadow, as part of your probation. You are not my mate, nor my friend.”
He nodded and led her to the open door in the couples’ quarters.
She poured water into the washbowl and splashed it on her face before leaving and using the restroom down the hall. She returned to the bedroom and he was already in bed, his robe folded neatly on the chest next to the footboard. He politely turned his back as she unwrapped her sash and folded her own robe.
She slid between the cool sheets and pulled them up over her shoulders. Muraz turned until he faced her. “Your people here love you. There is not one element of fear when they speak of you.”
She smiled and shifted to lie on her belly. “Why would there be? I was raised with them. I have guarded them since I lost my first tooth.” She inhaled and the cool and familiar scent of the pillows was relaxing. They had brought her pillow from her room.
“Why don’t you have any personal effects?”
She sighed and turned her head toward his. “Because I don’t need them. I currently am collecting clothing, though. I don’t know what else to do with it.”
“I apologize about your gown. They are teaching me to weave, so I will make you a replacement.”
She looked at the hand resting on the covers. Imagining it doing any weaving was very amusing. “Good. I will forgive you when I have that gown.”
“Incentive to learn quickly. Good night, Lieta.” He leaned in and kissed her forehead.
“Good night, Muraz. Stop glowing. I want to get some sleep.”
He laughed and shut down his glow. She didn’t know who had shown him how to do it, but it was the same glow she was named after.
She slept surprisingly well.
 
Lieta had never been in this position before. She opened her eyes and moved slowly, trying to pry herself away from Muraz without waking him.
“You crawled on top of me at false dawn, but you seemed comfortable, so I didn’t move you.”
She felt his voice as much as heard it. She couldn’t help it; she was plastered on top of him with her head on his shoulders and the rest of her resting on the rest of him.
“I apologize. It was not my intent to ruin your sleep.” She casually looked around but the sheets were out of her reach.
“I will close my eyes if that will help.”
She looked up at him and he was grinning. He was fully aware of her conundrum. Finally, she sighed and pried her body from his, rolling to the side and landing on the cold bed with a bounce.
She stood and shivered, cleaning her skin with a wave of power.
“Will you show me how to do that?” He got to his feet and stretched without a morsel of humility. He should be proud; he was lovely.
Sighing, she walked around the bed and took his hands. She ran the cleaning cycle from her body to his and his body took it up in reaction. She saw the wave move up his arm, fluff his hair and leave his skin softly shining.
“Good morning, Muraz.” She pulled her hands away and opened the chest, sending their robes sliding to the bed.
Her plain gown was there and she slipped it over her head with a relieved sigh. With quick motions, she tied her hair in a knot at the base of her neck.
He put on an acolyte robe and smiled. “What are we doing today?”
She smiled at the normality that clothing brought. “I will speak to Sister Esrai about the progress of the harvest and look to bringing in our herd. You will enjoy that. It is a delicate procedure that is rather invigorating.”
“I look forward to your instruction.”
“Oh. You won’t. Trust me on that. This is going to get rough. Make sure to eat your breakfast. You will need all the help you can get.” She grinned and walked through the halls with her shadow.
She was going to put him through his paces and enjoy every moment of it. He was going to be sore tonight.
 



Chapter Eight
 
 
Wrangling the beasts down from the high mountains was always her duty. Lieta enjoyed it on several levels.
“So, we fly up to the high mountains and we herd the goats down to the valley floor where we shut them in, separating the females with suckling kids from the others for the winter. The females and kids will be slowly herded across the valley to the abbey dairy for the winter. This keeps them safe, lets the males and the unbred females mingle and gets us some cheese to begin ripening over the winter.”
“Why leave the other goats where the winter could get at them?” Muraz was concerned and it was nice to see.
“The goats have thick hides and can weather the winter with ease. The females with kids provide milk for a few months after their little one is weaned, and that is the milk we use. The small ones are safe for their first year and the following winter they will be with their herd, as will their mothers.”
“So the cheese on the table…”
“Was made last winter. It is an abbey speciality. We send it out in the spring on our trading caravan.”
“So, the abbey is kept busy all year round? Where is the dairy?”
She laughed. “I will show you. Are you ready to fly?”
“You actually fly? I thought my mind was making that up as I blacked out.” He smiled.
She lifted her empty plate and took it to the washing bin where Sister Venila was waiting to scrub it. The pregnancy was moving along well. Venila did her chores and spent the rest of the time learning the skills prized at the abbey. It was good to see her flourishing.
Muraz was right behind her.
Venila made eye contact and smiled, jerking her head at Muraz and waggling her eyebrows.
Lieta sighed and turned away. Her lack of a sex drive was legendary.
She led Muraz out through the front gates and down the pathway toward the orchard with her pack on her back and his slung casually over one shoulder.
“Why don’t you just take off from within the abbey?”
Lieta sighed. “It is one thing for them to know that I can copy any talent, another to see me using one that I copied when I was a child.”
“You said you can teach me to fly?” He looked at her with hopeful eyes.
“First, I will show you, then I will teach you. This way.” They passed through the orchard and stepped down a hill, moving toward the foothills.
Once they were at a position where they would be unable to be seen by the casual observer at the abbey, she turned. “Take my hands.”
He did as she asked and she concentrated. “Bend your knees slightly.”
He did.
She pushed upward and pulled him with her. The bent knees helped her go up and away, and she took him with her. She heard him yelp in surprise but it was a swift trip through the mountains that brought them to the high herding grounds.
He was breathing heavily when she landed. His knees locked up, so she dropped him on his butt. She stared down at him and smiled. “How do you like flying?”
He rolled over and threw up the breakfast she had forced him to eat.
“Oh dear.” When he sat up, she pulled a gentle rain together over his face, cooling his skin.
“I don’t think flying is going to be an occupation I enjoy.” He drank the rain and his expression became blissful.
“You don’t have to like every talent you see, but flying is one you do need to master if you are going to be my shadow.”
He grimaced and opened his eyes. “I really don’t want to.”
“Well, get on your feet and you will get some low-height training.” She smiled. “If you want to bathe, there is an exceptionally icy lake down this pathway. The goats are nearby they enjoy the grasses around the lake.”
He nodded. “I think I would like to start this day over.”
“Come on. We will start with a cold swim.” She led the way through the small opening in the stone, and after twenty feet, it opened up to show the crystal blue lake surrounded by the lush green and lavender grasses.
When he could see it, he ran past her and was out of his robe and boots in seconds. He dove into the water and bellowed in surprise.
He wasn’t blue when he went in, but he was when he came out.
She stifled her grin and walked up to him, wrapping her arms around him and radiating heat. He clutched at her and shivered violently for a few minutes until he was radiating the heat and she was shivering, but cold wasn’t involved.
He lifted her chin with two fingers and kissed her with slow care. She went up on her toes and wrapped her hands around the back of his neck.
She heard the goats in the background and ignored them. Learning that her blood could fire in her veins was something that she did not expect to discover on a mission for goats.
Lieta broke the kiss. “We have a task to complete.”
He smiled. “I know.”
“And that goat is making off with your robes.”
He cursed and let her go, taking off to rescue his clothing from the four-foot-high beasty.
Muraz wrestled with the beast for possession of his clothing and was successful.
She laughed and retrieved his boots and pack to save them from any curious goats.
He pulled his robe back on and ran the cleaning technique that she had shown him that morning. There was still a chewed hole in his shoulder but the rest was intact.
Lieta was still smiling. “If you put anything down for more than a minute, they will investigate by tearing it to pieces. I have flown home naked twice because of them. This is neither the time nor the place for romantic contact.”
He grimaced. “I am getting that idea. So, how do we do this?”
“We walk to the point where the lake meets the stone and we clap. The goats know what to do from there.”
She hoisted her pack and set off while he was busy pulling his boots on.
The herd looked sparse, only a few beasts here and there, but the moment they started moving, the few was going to look like many very quickly.
He followed her, and half an hour later, they stood on the promontory between water and stone.
“So, is this some kind of sonic event, some strange talent you are going to share with me?”
“No, this is using natural acoustics. Clap like this.” She held out her hands and brought them together in three short bursts, two with pauses and three more.
The goats lifted their heads and began to bleat.
Muraz was amused, but he mimicked the pattern and the beasts turned and ambled out a small crack in the stone face that guarded the lake.
“How do they know how to do that?”
She smiled and slowly began to follow the goats. “They know it because they have been doing this for dozens of generations, long before I was born. The abbey has always used the goats and they have flourished under our care.”
“It seems everyone who enters the abbey flourishes.” He walked with her. “May I ask you some questions?”
“Certainly.”
“Did you ever fear Mother and Father?”
It was a simple question and she gave him a simple answer. “Yes. They are ancient and no one knows how long they have been here and they will never be specific. Their original form is unknown and they won’t say. They are both natural and alien at the same time. It is frightening, and each time they link with my mind, there is so much power pressing in on me, I feel terrified. That said, I am also never more cherished and protected than when I am linked with them.”
“That is honest. Do they know?”
She gave him a sidelong glance. “Of course they do. They know what they are, but they keep their secrets. May I ask you a question?”
“Fair is fair.” He smiled.
“Did you ever meet the Aruda on your home world? There had to have been some at one point.”
“No. Until I came here, I would never have thought to look. I didn’t know that this species even existed, let alone that it was encoded in my genes.”
“I didn’t know that I wasn’t the only one of my kind and that a bunch of the others were power-mad jackasses. Every day is another chance to learn.”
They followed the goats through the narrow path and down the mountainside in a progress lost to time.
Every now and then, Muraz would ask a question about life in the abbey or how she could so easily master new skills. She answered question after question until they made it down to the wintering valley.
“How do we get the kids and mothers separate from the rest?” Muraz was looking nervous at the flock, as it was obviously over two thousand milling and bleating goats.
She smiled and whistled in a lilting tone, over and over until the small creatures with floppy ears made a beeline for her. Their mothers came after them.
“How do you do that?”
“I was trained by Brother Eycar. Bringing in the flock had been his duty. I took over from him when he wasn’t able to make the journey. He enjoyed it.”
She whistled again and more of the little ones separated from the flock until there were over one hundred mothers and kids milling near her. She took a snack from her pack and ate as she walked. Muraz followed her example and every few hundred yards she whistled again until they were on the way down a gentle slope and heading toward a barn.
“Who feeds them?”
“Brother Frimin is the primary on winter duty here this year. The seven here will be checked on every week and spend their time in meditation and communication with Mother and Father. They keep this area green and lush for the kids and the mothers. Winter doesn’t touch it and there is a spring and plenty of fresh water, grass and light. Everything that they need.”
“Why is it important to separate them from the herd?”
She sighed, whistled again and kept walking, leading her fluffy parade. “If we don’t separate them, a good quantity of the kids die and then the females go into season immediately. Overbreeding isn’t good for them. If we keep the kids with them as long as possible, they won’t breed again for two years.”
“So, population control and keeping the species healthy is a good thing. I am just surprised that they go along with it.”
“They were raised this way and their mothers were raised this way. It is in them after one generation. The offspring brings a warm winter. They know it and expect it. We can’t stop now.”
She whistled and the doors of the barn opened. Brothers and sisters streamed out with supplemental hay and troughs that they filled with water. The goats took it from there.
Lieta watched the beasts walk toward the brothers and sisters without fear. “I envy them the simple life.”
“The monks or the goats?” Muraz was amused.
She snorted. “Both. Ah well. Time to go home. It is a twelve-hour walk or a half-hour flight. Which are you up for?”
He visibly paled at the mention of flying. “Which way are you getting home?”
“I am flying. If you want to walk, tell the monks and they will show you the tunnels.” She refastened the back of her pack and slipped it over her shoulders.
She smirked. “You won’t get sick if you do your own flying.”
“What?”
“If you control the motion of your, body you won’t get motion sick. Come on, we will fly, and if not, I will see you at dawn tomorrow.”
She lifted off and left him on his own. He had the power and the skills to use them if he was brave enough.
Time would tell.
 



Chapter Nine
 
 
She landed in the orchard and checked the skies. She squinted and there he was, skimming along the edge of the mountains.
His landing wasn’t graceful, but it was solid. She helped him up and put his arm around her shoulders, walking him through the trees as they prepared for their winter sleep and into the abbey.
Instead of going through the public areas, she skimmed along the outer walkways and headed straight for the bathing pools.
She aimed him sideways through a crack in the stone just wide enough for his body and she pushed him through.
“Where are we going?” He was dazed.
“Special pool. Be quiet and relax.”
The hall was several metres long, but eventually, they emerged and she eased him onto a bench. With the ease of practice, she removed his boots, and with a grin, she slit the robe off him with nails turned to claws.
She left him there naked and quickly removed her own clothing, setting it to one side. Lieta took him by the arm again and walked him to the pool with her skin as the guiding light.
“Where are we?”
“In the pools closest to the roots of Mother and Father.”
“Why am I so drained?”
“Flying uses multi-directional telekinesis and weather manipulation. It is an energy-draining skill. The waters here will help you.”
She kept walking until he was in the water up to his jaw and she was floating.
With a quick move, she wrapped her arms and legs around him and kissed him.
He gripped her hips and leaned back a little. “Why now?”
“Because we are assured of privacy and nothing will eat your clothing. I have already shredded it.” She grinned and nipped his lip.
“Are you sure?”
“The Citadel will be coming again very soon. If we become partners now, there will be less issue later.”
“That is the logic you are going with?” He raised his eyebrow.
She grinned. “It works for me. Any objection?”
“You are the kind of woman to take advantage of a man when he is weak and feeble. I can work with that.” He grinned and kissed her as they sank beneath the water, their bodies glowing under the surface as the waves churned.
 
* * * *
 
Mother and Father rustled their leaves with relief. It had been a gamble to bring him here, but Lieta was accepting him.
For now, they would be partners in taming their species, but a few centuries down the line, there would be children. A new generation for a new world when Lieta was ready to take root with Muraz wrapped around her in the Aruda way.
Mother and Father had already begun their search for a nesting home for the couple. It was never too early to begin planning for the future of ones you loved.
 



 
 
Author’s Note
 
 
A woman of many talents with trees in her veins. I enjoyed Breaking Gods, and we will definitely see Lieta and Muraz in another story. I am curious to see how things are going on.
Water and Power will bring us back to Resicor. Deep in the cities, talents are put to use and hidden from the public eye. Our heroine controls water and power for two million souls, but the only life she wants to enrich is her own.
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