
        
            
                
            
        

    Sonic senses and determination take her to the Citadel, but only a sense of purpose can keep her there.
 
 
Yllin has been raised in privilege and has never felt like it was the right life for her. She honed her skills for sonar as a waitress at a busy restaurant and jumped at the chance to apply for a position in Citadel Ohkhan.
Her acceptance is a delightful surprise that isn’t enjoyed by her family. With reluctance, they give her their blessing and she sets out to be the best Citadel Novice she could be.
Her first assignment as a Specialist lands her in an archaeological dig in an ancient buried city. She throws herself into the day-to-day routine and wishes for something more exciting. Unfortunately, she gets it.
Specialist Nearing was her flight instructor and is now her pilot. Despite his urge to fly free, he finds himself drawn to her over and over. His mother really needs to stop assigning them together. 
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Chapter One
 
 
Yllin Gerocard flexed her fingers and waited for her turn at the testing unit. The Citadel was holding trials for those who thought they might have a talent suitable for working in the stars.
Yllin rubbed her hands on her leathers and she waited. Waiting was not her strong suit, but she tried to keep herself calm while name after name was called and those around her were taken in ahead of her. 
Many of those applying had psychic talents or thought they did. Yllin had to wait for the Citadel Master who was interviewing physical and sensory talents.
Yllin breathed deep and drummed her fingers silently on her knees. When she heard, “Yllin Gerocard?” she jumped out of her seat and was at the man’s side in an instant.
He towered over her, and the scarlet of his skin glowed brightly. His eyes were far narrower than any person of her acquaintance, but then, she hadn’t met an alien before.
He looked down at her with surprise. “Yllin?”
She smiled nervously. “That’s me.”
He inclined his head and extended his hand. “I am Combat Master Wercor. Please come with me to the testing ground, and we will see what you can do.”
She gripped his hand in hers, and he was surprised at her grip. That much was obvious.
“May I ask what you do for a living?” He released her hand and escorted her through one of the halls in the city centre. 
“I am a waitress. I serve food.”
“You have quite the grip.”
She chuckled. “It goes with the job. I get charged for breakage, so I try not to drop things.”
The testing ground was located in the convention centre, and the maze of structures was designed to keep her from getting around with any sort of speed.
Master Wercor stopped at a red line on the floor. “Yllin, I want you to go through the maze and pick up three of the nine orbs hidden in the warehouse. You have an hour.”
“That is it?”
He went to a counter and pulled out a narrow box. “Nearly. You need to wear these sensors on your forehead. They won’t interfere with your talent, but they will tell us what is going on when you use it.”
She nodded and settled them on her skin. One on each temple and one in the centre of her forehead.
He set his tablet and smiled. “When you are ready, I will start the clock.”
Yllin lifted her head and she said, “Now.”
The pulse went from her mind through the facility, reached the edge of her range and returned to her. She ran for the furthest orb of the three, and she had to tip over part of the maze to get to it. It was buried under the wall. Holding it in her hand, she ran toward the second, left, right and left again.
She had to lie on the floor and reach behind the podium, but she found the second orb. The shiny gold ball just fit in her left hand as she ran to the third and final orb. The six in the far reaches of the space were unnecessary. She just needed the third orb.
The third orb was hidden under carpet, so she flicked her knife open and knelt, digging a hole in the turf-style carpet that was thrown in front of the start line. The orb popped out, and she caught it between her left arm and her chest while she put her knife back in her boot.
Yllin gathered the prizes and walked back to the line. “Anything else?”
Master Wercor showed her a map of the facility on his tablet. “Please show me where the other six are located.”
She tapped the screen at the locations and smiled, “The last one is tricky, there are two located there, one on top of the other.”
The locations glowed on screen and when he tapped the page, a map overlaid her selections with bright marks.
“You are perfectly correct. How did you make the determination?” He set the tablet down and took the orbs from her.
“I looked for the material that appeared nine times in the field. The first scan missed those that were buried underground. Can I take these tabs off now?”
He nodded his head. “I will have to run this past our council, but I believe you have a very strong chance at joining Citadel Ohkhan.”
She brushed her hands on her thighs. “Great. I will look forward to a call.”
Yllin bobbed her head and headed out of the convention centre. She knew that she had run and retrieved the orbs within ten minutes, but she didn’t know precisely how well she had done.
 
* * * *
 
Master Wercor looked at the other Masters in the boardroom. “I want her in the Citadel.”
Master Liash frowned. “We are already near our maximum. This will be the last candidate that you can choose. Are you sure that she is worth the space?”
Wercor sent copies of her performance evaluation to the other three Citadel Masters. “Let me know if you think I am wrong here.”
The other three looked down and blinked as the recording of Yllin sending out a sonic burst that she analyzed and acted on immediately played out in front of them.
He watched the image of the slender woman with huge eyes, and then, his glance flicked to the other Masters in the room. When Yllin retrieved the orbs and returned to him within five minutes, the others sat back and two nodded. 
The third smiled. “I will leave one of the weaker psychic talents behind so that you can have Yllin.”
Master Wercor sighed happily. “And I will put Missambra onto the recruit rotation for next year. Anyone who does not make this year’s list will be pushed to the front of the line for next year’s assessments.”
Master Liash smiled. “Excellent and done. Now, on to the other candidates.”
Wercor put in his comments as the other candidates were brought forward, but mentally, he congratulated himself in gaining the extra seat on the physical talent side. Missambra was known for providing strong psychics, but their history with battlefield talents was weak. Yllin Gerocard might change all that, even though she looked like a doll that his sister used to play with.
 
* * * *
 
Yllin carried the trays balanced on her arm as she delivered food to three tables at the same time. She swayed easily between tables, dodging rising diners and other servers. 
She reached with her foot to grab stands for the trays from the corner rack, and with them arranged on her arm, she finished her walk to her section. 
She dropped the three racks, settled the appropriate trays on each of them, distributed the plates and was on to the next table in moments. She asked everyone if they had what they needed, and when they smiled at her, she assessed the level of liquid in their glasses and gathered the stands. 
She returned to her tables with the refills before turning to greet the new arrivals to her section.
Until she knew if she was accepted into the Citadel, she needed this job and she was going to do it to the best of her ability.
 
After an eight-hour shift, every part of Yllin throbbed. She collected her evening wages, changed into her street clothes and headed for home.
The streets were empty except for other workers, like her. She kept her senses aware, avoided two alleys that contained men with knives and made her way to the apartment that housed her family. 
Yllin forced herself to take the stairs as she hauled her way up thirty floors. Her knees were quivering and her thigh muscles jumped randomly, but she managed it. 
Her passkey got her access to the penthouse at the top of the high rise.
Hermia was waiting at the door. “You walked again?”
Yllin sighed and slumped past her family’s loyal housekeeper. “I did. I am in training, of a sort.”
“Still trying to see the stars?” Hermia rubbed her back.
“Yes. Today, I actually got through for an interview.” She had been trying to get into the Citadel recruitment for six years. It had started when she was fourteen. She had no grasp of her talent then, but she had wanted to go.
Each year, she had continued, but her vague understanding of what she could do held her back. This year, her work at the restaurant had shown her what her applications were missing. Since she hadn’t known what she could do, her applications were unfocused. This year, she was precise, businesslike and direct. Her research into herself had paid off.
“Do you need something to eat?” Hermia kept rubbing her shoulders.
“No.”
“Your parents are in the common space. You have had a call. I will get you something to drink.”
Yllin looked up at Hermia and her friend smiled.
She straightened and walked into the firing line. She sat on the long couch and faced her parents. Their faces told her that they were unhappy with her life choices…again.
Hermia brought in her drink and Yllin thanked her. 
Her father started. “We received a call today from the recruiters for Citadel Ohkhan.”
Yllin smiled. “Did you?”
Her mother scowled. “I thought you were going to give up on that after last year.”
“Last year I spent the recruitment window in a med station on life support because you refused to immunize me against Urdal fever when I was a child.” She narrowed her eyes. “My dream to touch the stars has never waned.”
Her mother fluttered. “Your siblings were fine.”
Yllin sipped at the beverage in her hand. “I went into medical care before I was contagious. Now, I am sterile.”
Her father waved that away. “Anyway, they called and offered you a position at Ohkhan.”
Yllin beamed. “Excellent. When do I go?”
Her mother said, “We want you to decline.”
Yllin narrowed her eyes. “Why?”
“It isn’t seemly. It is bad enough that you are a physical talent, and now, you want to sprint around in a suit advertising your body to all and sundry?”
Yllin looked down at her leather trousers, tunic, belt and boots. “As if this isn’t advertising? You got me this clothing and the rest of my wardrobe for the holidays.”
Her mother sighed. “That is different. They are traditional clothing, not spacesuits.”
Yllin put her drink down on an end table and leaned forward. “I want this, Mother, Father. I want this more than I have wanted anything in my life, except for my life. Last year proved that I am not even safe at home. Nearly killed by a simple microbe? That is no way to be remembered.”
Her father sat back and gave her a considering look. “It seems you have finally grown up. You have my blessing. Keep us apprised of your adventures when you are able.”
Her mother gasped and spluttered.
Yllin grinned and got to her feet. “I will let you two hash this out. Know that I don’t have to agree with you to respect you. Excuse me; I have a call to make.”
She picked up her drink and headed down the hall to her bedroom. She had a call to make.
 



Chapter Two
 
 
Four weeks between acceptance and liftoff had been mind numbing, but her mother had come around to the cachet of having a daughter as a member of the Citadel. 
Yllin had posed for pictures with the other recruits, and her mother now put the image in a place of pride next to her siblings’ graduation photos.
She sat nervously with the other recruits in the shuttle. Their pilot spoke gently, and as the ship lifted off, she looked out the window for one last time.
Her family was watching from the VIP area, and she tried not to wave as the ship took her further and further away from everything she had known.
She held her breath and let it out in a rush when her world got smaller and smaller while her potential was suddenly unlimited.
“Your name is Yllin, isn’t it?”
The man next to her smiled brightly, and she felt a pressure on her mind. She closed her thoughts and inclined her head. “My name is Yllin.”
“I am Trobie. My family was sitting in your section at the restaurant on Mikkada Street. You were the best server we have ever had.” He gave her a condescending grin.
“Ah, the Moringale party.”
He seemed pleased that she remembered. “Yes, my family was hosting a fundraiser for High Prefect Gerocard’s favourite charity.”
She nodded. She hadn’t been able to get out of serving that night, so she had pretended to not be her father’s daughter.
Trobie proceeded to tell her how well off he was and how his family was one of the highest in the country. 
He grinned. “So, what was the most memorable part of the fundraiser for you?”
She could tell that he wanted it to be his handsome features, but she had to answer, “Well, if I am honest, it was the lousy tip. Normally that many people are a good night, but I took home half wages for all my efforts.”
“Well, we were doing it for charity.”
“And so you would take the poorest-paid citizens and pay them even less. That makes total sense.” She raised an eyebrow.
He blushed and turned to speak with the woman on the other side of him. She was properly appreciative of his high status.
Yllin propped her head on her fist and stared out at the stars. Her contract with the Citadel stated that as soon as she became profitable, ninety percent of her funds would be returned to Missambra and her sponsoring of girls getting into trades, as it was now. She worked so they could work. It seemed a fair cycle. 
Her parents had let her set up the fund as long as she kept their names out of it, so she worked jobs during school and banked all the money. Two years ago, she had begun her program, and it had put two dozen women into trades that they had been unable to train in because of financial restrictions. Helping them get an education fulfilled something inside her.
The trip took twelve hours. They were taken to the galley in groups of four for the meals. Working the in-flight lav was tricky but, apparently, good practice for the Citadel itself.
Yllin interacted with the others, but once they learned she was not a psychic talent, they became arrogant and turned their noses up at her physical talent. The other physical talents were older than she was and they held themselves apart, completely. 
She didn’t blame the other physical talents. Their world did not respect them, and it was easier just to pretend that they didn’t have anything special about them at all. Eventually, they would begin to believe it, but the Citadel had come calling before that happened. They had the aspect of people in a dream, terrified that they would wake up.
The pilot and the recruiters were friendly enough, and the time passed swiftly. When they arrived at Citadel Ohkhan, Yllin filed into line with everyone else for the initial medical checks and were called by name into the scanner. 
“Yllin Gerocard.” The medic smiled and beckoned her forward.
Yllin winced, and she heard several of the recruits gasp. She paused and turned to them. “We are all novices at the Citadel. The social positions we held on Missambra are gone and your family cannot help you here. This is about you and what you choose to do with your life. I am choosing the Citadel.”
The medic raised her brows and smiled in approval. Her rich amethyst skin and wide silver eyes made her bald scalp elegant and the gills on her neck almost invisible.
“Come with me, Novice Yllin.” The medic led her behind the partition and the scans began.
When the scans were over, Yllin was handed a bodysuit in gleaming white with a robe that swung from shoulder to ankle in a wide vest. A hood was attached to the neck and she flexed her hands, stretching until the suit was comfortable.
“There is a greeter waiting for you, Novice. You will be shown to your quarters and then brought to your orientation meeting. From there, you will receive your class list and begin your instruction at the Citadel.”
“Thank you, Medic…”
“Loria.”
“Thank you, Medic Loria. You have been most helpful.” Yllin followed the directions to the greeter and waited while the rest of the Missambra were scanned and suited up.
The gathering fidgeted until they were trooped into the tower and shown to their respective quarters. Yllin did what she always did and she used her talent for making maps in her mind to pinpoint her quarters. 
Her bags were next to the bed, and she left the room quickly, meeting the others in the atrium that connected the halls.
She focused on keeping herself calm while her mind was scrambling with excitement. She took a scan of the nearby area, and the other novices were just as nervous as she was. Heartbeats were pounding and blood was surging. She could hear it all.
The bodysuit had built-in boots that made no noise when they walked. As their group gathered and was herded to the orientation, Yllin got the impression of nervous ghosts walking through the novice centre of the Citadel Ohkhan.
They sat through an introduction to the Citadel that reinforced what they already knew. All that they needed to live and learn would be provided by the Citadel on credit, and when they went on assignments or took up teaching or work around the base, they would earn that money back.
The only exceptions were those who had been courted by the Citadel or who had funds donated by the Alliance or Imperium. Private families could not make things easier for their children.
Yllin had the satisfaction of seeing Trobie pale. 
Each novice was given a data pad, and when they looked into the scan point, it opened with their personal schedule. 
Even if she lost her data pad, what it contained could only be unlocked with her ocular scan. It was a bit of a relief.
When the orientation of what was expected of them was over, they were assigned to their primary instructors. 
The psychics were clumped in groups of four, which left the physical talents with one instructor each. 
Master Kibor was her instructor, and he had the physical appearance of a kindly old man. She learned that he was only a decade older than she was, but his species aged more rapidly.
He was out to get every moment he could out of life, and if that meant spending his golden years as an instructor, he would make sure that she was in the best condition of her life and her talent would be honed to a keen edge.
They met and shared their goals for her education over tea. She poured and he smiled at her with a wistful look. 
“If I were only a decade younger.”
She smiled gently. “You would still be fading just as I come into my full glory. That would not be fair to either of us.”
“I suppose, but it will warm my nights to dream of it. Now, I have lined up fight instructors for you. You and I will work on expanding the range of your talent. Wercor mentioned that you were equipped with knives?”
“I usually carry one, but I can’t think of where it would go on this suit.” She smiled.
“We will include knife and other weapons training in your schedule. If you would like to work on your talent today, we can grab one of the labs and you can tell me what you see. I want you to be able to tell the difference between textures and densities.”
Yllin smiled. “I can already do that. I worked as a waitress so I can tell the difference between different types of wines using my talent. The viscosity is different. It also works for drinks that have been tampered with. No one was ever drugged at a bar on my watch.”
He blinked. “That will speed things along. I get the feeling that you will be wearing the clothing of a Specialist by the end of the week. How did you gain this mastery?”
“I practiced. For the last two years, with the exception of a stay in hospital, I worked at a restaurant and used my skills every day. I got used to feeling out a room the moment that I entered and identifying everything occupying it. It has become a reflex. Shutting it off is usually the problem.”
His eyes lit up. “Then that is what we will practice. Personal shielding is just as important as a strong and nimble body.”
She grinned. “You are my instructor. I will do as you say.”
He winked. “Pour some more tea and let’s talk about what you need in a battle suit. Despite your grace and appeal in the robes, I believe that your skills will be more useful if you are active and not a passive member of the Citadel. That is where we are aiming your training.”
He lifted his arm and his robes fell away from his wrist, showing a small recording device.
She bit her lip. “Can I learn to fly a shuttle?”
He grinned. “I will add it to the list.”
Yllin smiled and sipped at her tea. She had an instructor who would help her attain her goals, and her main focus was to get earning as quickly as she could.
There were folk depending on her, and the money in her trade fund was going to run out in less than six months. She had until then to get earning.
 



Chapter Three
 
 
The simulator kicked her ass, and as it followed on the heels of her physical training, it was a very effective way to get the feeling of returning home from a rough assignment.
“You are still dropping the nose on takeoff, Novice. Get the nose up and pull hard. You can aim it straight upward and not crash it, but for someone with spatial awareness, you really suck at takeoffs.” Specialist Nearing was sitting with his feet up on the navigator’s side of the cockpit. 
She reset the system and tried again. This time, she took a flash image of the area around her and then ruthlessly folded her senses in. The takeoff was textbook and Nearing applauded slowly. 
“Finally. I have never seen someone as thick as you were when it comes to figuring out that they need to shut down their talent to fly.” He chuckled and watched her run through the simulation.
“You knew that that was my problem?”
“Of course. Sensory talents always overthink things. You were going nose down because we put a crevice in the middle of the view screen. Your senses were going crazy trying to find it so your hands followed.”
He leaned forward, and they went through a simulated jump. 
Yllin kept her senses in tight, and she cruised through without a problem. It was so simple. An entire week of fussing behind the simulator after two weeks of theory and she had cracked it.
“Now land.”
Yllin checked her coordinates, the ground under her and took the ship down, using her talent to locate the tarmac as she eased them in for a perfect landing.
She wanted to squeal and clap her hands, but instead, she shut the simulator down and looked at Specialist Nearing. He was the same species as Master Wercor. The scarlet skin looked good with his copper hair and creepy black eyes.
“What is next, Specialist?”
He grinned. “Lunch. This apple was not enough for me. What kind of ship would you like to learn next? Azon, Imperium standard? We can try you out in all of them, but with the controls and the standard instrumentation you have mastered, I think you should be able to fly anything.”
“A riot runner?”
He blinked. “I guess that is a different type of flying. Sure. I will get the simulator set up for riot runner.”
She fought clapping her hands. Her palms were still raw from the knife training. The wooden hilts tended to blister her hands when she was working with them for hours at a time.
Specialist Nearing got to his feet, and he helped her to hers. “Let’s eat first. You have been working hard, and if you don’t take care of yourself, no one else will. Many of the species believe we don’t need to eat. You have to get used to insisting on it when you need it.”
“I have gotten used to turning hunger off. It isn’t good for a server to have a growling stomach.”
“Useful skill but stupid.” He led her out of the vast room filled with the simulators and steered her down the hall to the food court. 
“Stupid?”
“If you are on active assignment, you will need to carry your rations and water with you with enough for three days. Even if you just need one or two meals per day, it is far better to have them with you than it is to risk contamination by microbes that you are unused to.”
She blinked. “Oh. Well, all right then.”
He chuckled. “You will get the hang of it. I am certain of it. It isn’t complicated when you understand what you are dealing with. Like the rest of your recruitment group, this is your first time away from your world. It takes getting used to.”
“How did you get used to it?” She grabbed a tray and started loading it up. 
“Practice. You will forget now and then or not want to ruin the line of your suit with the bulk of packs, but the slight loss of dignity is well worth the security of knowing you have what you need with you.”
Yllin nodded and followed him to a table, settling in across from him with a sigh of relief. She flexed her hands repeatedly before she picked up the wide-based spoon and started to eat.
“Your hands are bothering you?”
She shrugged. “Knife practice.”
He winced. “Are they still using those nasty wooden hilts?”
“Yes.”
“You know that they are roughened just to build grip and calluses, right?”
She kept eating. “I figured that out after the first week. I got a cream from medical and it lets the skin thicken without getting rough.”
“But your hands are still stiff.”
“That they are. Thick skin is harder to move, and I just spent four hours with my hands wrapped around shuttle controls. Yes, my hands are stiff.”
She finished her meal and filled a glass from the pitcher of water on the table. 
“You eat quickly.”
“Side effect from having to eat on break. I get it in and get back to work.” Yllin smiled at him.
He had barely touched his meal but that was fine. They were done for the day, and from what he had told her, she was his only student.
“What do you do on your regular assignments?”
He grinned. “I track the lost. Whether it is a stone, a person or a pet, I can locate it on a map.”
“You are a finder.”
“More or less. I can only find that which has actually been lost, not simply someone or something that has run away. If they do not consider themselves lost, they will not come up on my senses.”
“That is very specific.”
He chuckled and finished his meal. “Isn’t it? It limits my applications, but I get a sufficient amount of assignments to keep me flying.”
“You travel on your own?”
“Yes, I have not yet been matched with a partner. It could be my personality, but it might just be that no one has come along with a sympathetic talent.”
She poured him a glass of water and he took it with a smile. 
“Thank you.”
She sighed and checked her tablet for her afternoon schedule. She hadn’t thought that she would get used to wearing it on her back, but she didn’t even feel it anymore.
After two hours of hand-to-hand and knife combat, four hours of flight training and lunch, she still had an afternoon of talent practice. They preferred to push her to her limits when she was already tired. It made for a better test.
“What do you have on your schedule this afternoon?” Nearing jerked his chin toward her tablet.
“More stress and shielding tests. Just a regular afternoon.”
He chuckled. “You must look forward to your free days.”
She rubbed her neck. “I don’t get free days. I opted out of them in exchange for additional instruction.”
“How long do you think you can maintain that?”
Yllin shrugged. “As long as it takes. I have passed my etiquette course, done well in my body-language studies and have learned to detect ninety-six types of explosives. As long as I can retain what I have learned, I should be fine.”
Nearing stared at her. “You are not kidding.”
“Nope. I am taking every course, engaging in every opportunity to make myself into a better agent for the Citadel. When I go on my first mission, I want to be ready. There are those who are depending on my success, and the sooner I can earn funds, the better off they will be.”
“You have family depending on you?”
She wrinkled her nose and explained the matter to him.
“So, you are working this hard for others?”
“Not for others, but to give them the same opportunity that I had. They go through aptitude testing, and when it is determined that they are suitable for a trade, they are sponsored into an apprenticeship. The program has sponsored divers, welders, plumbers, construction workers and demolition experts.” She smiled brightly. She was proud of the program and the women who made it work.
“Why?”
She rolled the glass of water between her palms. “I was raised with privilege, but it wasn’t my choice. I was handed options and offered whatever course I chose to pursue. None of the options that were shoved in front of me were suitable for me. It sounds arrogant, but they were all the wrong fit. I didn’t want to do anything in the level of high society. I needed to be working with normal people on a day-to-day basis. When I took a job as a waitress, my family pretended that I was just going to the beach every day. It was a strange situation, but we all made the best of it.”
He chuckled. “You make me seem like a lazy idiot.”
“You do what is right for you, I will do what is right for me, and what is right for me is to get into the field and earning as fast as possible while being safe.”
Nearing gave her a considering look. “Then, I will help you work on that goal.”
The gauntlet was down and the words were spoken. She extended her hand and he gripped her forearm in a greeting for equals.
A moment later, her tablet chimed and she was off to flick her talent on and off for a few hours until she was exhausted, but at least she had a companion in her battle to get into the field. Specialist Nearing was a little flighty, but it seemed that she had struck a nerve with her cause.
 
She ran the course in record time, leaping, dodging, opening her senses and slamming them shut to avoid the sonic grenades going off in random bursts. The sounds echoed against her eardrums, but they tore at her senses. She moved faster and faster until there was nothing left but her target cradled against her chest and a straight run to the finish line. She saw the ground give way as a grenade went off to her left. She jumped, flipped and rolled over the finish line on the other side of the ten-foot crevice. 
Yllin got to her feet and the chirp from her target made her grin. A guest had offered their Yaluthu for a game of hide and seek. The grenades had been pitched so that they wouldn’t injure little Poppy’s hearing. 
“How are you doing, Poppy?”
The little grey face chirped and narrowed its eyes happily while it wiggled in Yllin’s arms. 
Yllin put her down, and she hopped over to her person and butted her head against the leg of Specialist Minerva until she was picked up.
A wingless Enjel was apparently a rare sight. Having never met an Enjel before, Yllin had to imagine that Minerva was an exception to her species. 
“Well, Master Kibor, how did I do?” She pried the monitors off her temples and out from under her suit against her collarbone.
He sighed and checked his readings. “You are a disappointing student, Yllin.”
Her heart sank. “What do you mean?”
He smiled slowly. “Usually, I get to teach for at least three months and I get to chastise my students along the way. You were far too eager to learn. Congratulations, Specialist Yllin Gerocard.”
Her shoulders slumped with relief.
“Now, you need to continue your combat training, but your instructors have given you a survivalist grade, so you are free to go on missions whenever you gain an assignment.”
Specialist Minerva smiled and hoisted Poppy to her shoulder. “That is high praise. It took me six months to get through his training.”
Kibor grinned. “You were a hard case in another way. You had no motivation to succeed, so we had to work on that. Poppy did a wonderful job there.”
Poppy lifted her fluffy head and chirped proudly. 
Minerva laughed. “Well, I am glad I stopped by today. Citadel Ohkhan is my home, but I haven’t been back in a while, so I thought a visit to Kibor was in order. I had no idea that Poppy was going to volunteer to be a living target.”
Poppy settled on her chubby toes and wiggled her stubby wings. She was obviously sticking by her decision.
“How sentient is she?” Yllin looked at the creature she had so recently been holding.
Minerva grinned. “Pretty smart. She has the emotional drives of a child about eight years old. She is concerned for my emotional and physical welfare, but when I am safe, she does what she likes. Today was just fun for her.”
“I am glad; it was rather hair raising for me.” Yllin grinned. 
Master Kibor straightened. “Well, I have sent a list of items for the quartermaster to your pad. Specialist Yllin, it is time to gather your kit and be prepared for your first assignment.”
Hopeful, she looked away from the Yaluthu. “You think I will go out soon?”
“You never know; so be ready when it happens.”
She shook Minerva’s hand, bowed to Poppy and gripped Kibor’s arm. “Same time tomorrow?”
“Of course. You are going to need to train with the equipment list I gave you. Now, get going. Minerva is taking me for tea.”
Dismissed in no uncertain terms, Yllin got her pad, put it in her back holster and headed for the quartermaster. It was time to get some new toys.
 



Chapter Four
 
 
Hauling her duffel to her room had been an effort, and she mentally smacked herself for not using the lift. 
Inside her quarters, her com was flashing, and when she listened to the message, she groaned. You have been transferred to Specialist’s quarters and are now in room two thirteen of the Specialist tower. Please transfer all your belongings to your new quarters and congratulations, Specialist Yllin Gerocard.
She packed up her bags, looped them over her shoulders, picked up the duffel in both arms and headed for the lift. 
 
Her new quarters were six times the size of her novice quarters. She had a rack for her weaponry, a larger wardrobe to hold her thigh-high boots as well as the bodysuit that she had been given. It was going to be a relief to leave the white suits behind. 
She rubbed the suit that she had been given with the promise of additional suits in the following few days. The red and black was striking and the boots had been designed to match. 
Before she tried her clothing on, she put her daggers, blaster and the supply packs on the rack supplied for the purpose. 
With all of her new toys in their proper places, she peeled off her white suit and climbed into the new red and black suit. She was grinning when the boots were tugged into place and she stood with her hands on her hips staring into the mirror.
Her auburn hair rippled down nearly to her waist, her eyes were huge with the medium-sized pupil and no visible iris that was typical of the Missambra. The suit had a central strip that formed a shaping icon from breast to her groin. One of the other novices had called her a doll, and when she looked up images of dolls on Terra, the comparison was not too far off. Even the dark line around her lashes gave her a look that made her resemble a child’s toy.
She sighed and turned, liking the look of the suit from behind. She rigged up her tablet carrier and put on the rigging of straps that would hold her weapons. 
The logic behind her training and the weapons she was carrying made sense. If she could keep her distance, she should use the gun. If she had to get up close, knives gave her some reach. If the knives didn’t work, her own body was the final weapon. If her body failed, her mind could deliver a fatal strike. That was her last resort. Killing someone with a close-range sonic blast was not something she wanted to do. Her simulator runs had been frightening enough. If she did that to a living being, she didn’t know if she would be able to look at herself in a mirror again.
When everything was strapped to her, she practiced drawing, squatting and twisting in the harnesses. They all allowed for free movement, but she was going to have to try them out on a course. If she flipped or rolled, the knives could come loose or the blaster could fire. 
Smiling with delight, she put her weapons back on the rack and removed the weapons’ harnesses. It was nearing dinnertime, and she was proud to be wearing the clothing that indicated she was no danger to those around her. Specialists mastered practical control over their talents and used them in one aspect. Masters had enough knowledge of how the talents worked to teach pupils how to gain the control that would make them as normal as they could be, and in some cases, they would teach them to be exceptional.
Yllin was just happy that she was no longer considered dangerous enough to watch. That was what the white uniforms were for, they warned others that a novice was coming and to expect anything.
With a bounce in her step, the exhaustion of the day was forgotten as she took the strides down the Specialist hallway that meant she was one moment closer to gaining her goal of paying off the Citadel and getting her butt into gainful work.
 
* * * *
 
Specialist Nearing raised his dark eyebrows at her as she walked in for flight training. 
“You have been promoted.” He grinned and bowed. 
“I have. Master Kibor decided that I was as good as I was going to get. I have manoeuvering training this afternoon, but I am able to do what I can if I am called upon.”
He grinned. “Then, we had better get you ready for anything. I got that riot runner simulator for you.”
Yllin rubbed her hands together. “Then, we had better get started.”
 
Two hours after they started, he was on the runner behind her and his arms were around her waist. In the time that she had been on Ohkhan, she had only touched the combat instructors while she was grappling with them. To have an attractive man plastered across her back was distracting to say the least.
“Now, take it through the storm.” He whispered it against her temple.
She could smell his scent, feel his heat around her, and she focused on the task at hand. Yllin had to fly them through the storm and come out the other side or she would fail the simulation.
Distracted or not, she was going to choose the flight. 
She leaned into the wind and used the runner to zigzag through the oncoming storm. Nearing moved with her and they shifted left and right. When lightning struck near them, she spun around and followed the strikes, moments behind and cruising through the discharged pathways.
The moment that the clouds dispersed, she was in a mountain range and more flying was required. The three-dimensional projections gave her a surface to bounce her talent off, and it was very easy to avoid stationary rocks, even at high speeds. 
“Return to the starting point.”
She smiled and banked left; he gripped her waist, and she thought she heard him curse. In four minutes, she was back where they had started, and she settled the runner on the large, paved circle projected. 
Yllin leaned back against him. “You can let go now.”
He sighed and slowly moved his arms, his hands caressing her as he pulled away. “Too bad. Ah well, let’s see what the simulator says.”
She waited until he dismounted and the simulated world faded away before she slid off the riot runner and left the hover cycle simulator with a fond pat. 
They left the simulation chamber, and she stood with him at the monitor that showed her results. She had scored ninety-seven percent. 
She laughed and did a little dance in place. 
Nearing snorted. “I would say you need to go in and do better, but I don’t think my nerves are up to it. How did you manage that?”
“One of my sisters is into meteorology. I had to learn about wind and weather patterns to help her with her homework.”
“That is how you knew to ride the spots where lightning had struck?”
“It takes a few seconds to create a charge. It isn’t like a tap that keeps flowing.” She shrugged. “That is the way it works on Missambra anyway.”
He chuckled at the suggestion that the computer displayed. Instruct pilot to reduce caffeine intake and meditate before flying.
“Wow. That is just snide.” She was still grinning. The computer wasn’t wrong. She did have quite the jolt that morning in preparation for her new status as Specialist. 
“Allow me to treat you to a nutritious and stabilizing lunch.”
Yllin snickered. “Did you want to take a shower to get that fear sweat off?”
He grimaced. “No. I like to air dry.”
She laughed at him and waved at him to precede her. 
He offered her his arm, and she followed etiquette, she took it.
 
Her tablet chirped during the meal. 
Nearing sighed, “You are going to need to upgrade to a wrist unit or an implant. You need your hands free.”
She wrinkled her nose. “Do you mind if I check my pad?”
He waved his agreement. She was just keeping him company anyway. Her meal was long gone.
She opened her eyes for the scan and a small icon was displayed on her screen.
“Nearing, what does this mean?”
She showed him the mark and he chuckled. 
“The flash of it that I saw was the dispatcher’s office. Your screen went dark the moment that it scanned my eyes.”
She blushed. “Oh. I am guessing that I need to go now?”
“It is usually recommended. Third floor of the administration building. The door is labelled.” He toasted her with his glass of water. 
“Thank you for your help today. Ever since I heard about riot runners, I have wanted to fly one.” She nodded her head in thanks.
“You are welcome. I hear a good sweat like that is good for the pores.” He winked. “You had better get going. The dispatcher is not known for her patience.”
Yllin settled her pad on her back again and headed to the building where Nearing had directed her. 
She got to the third floor, followed the signs and opened the door to Citadel Ohkhan Dispatch.
The receptionist was mint green and had a twinkle in her eyes. All six of them. “Specialist Yllin Gerocard?”
“Yes. I got a message?”
The woman grinned. “Please enter the director’s office.”
Yllin followed her gesture and blinked at the name on the door. Director Nearing.
She opened the door and looked at the figure who was definitely not Specialist Nearing.
The woman smiled, her scarlet skin and black eyes were complemented by waves of dark pewter hair. “Specialist Yllin. Please have a seat.”
“Director Nearing?”
The woman chuckled. “I see that you can see the resemblance to my son. He speaks very highly of you.”
“Um, thank you?”
The director laughed out loud. “And he did not mention that I am the dispatch director.”
“Not so much, no.”
“Well, he does speak very highly of you, as does Master Kibor and Master Loksel. They all describe you as businesslike and driven.”
Yllin remained quiet.
“You are going to need that businesslike attitude. I am sending you to work with an archaeological team. You will use their site as basecamp and any further dispatches for emergencies will be sent to you via this.”
Dispatcher Nearing tossed her a wrist com. 
Yllin caught it handily, and she looked down at the sleek, flat screen. “Why am I being given this?”
The dispatcher sighed and smiled. “Because my son ordered it for you as a gift. He thinks you have amazing potential and will do great things. You make him want to be a better Specialist, and as a mother, I can only hope that this will last.”
Yllin looked wistfully at the com. “I can’t accept this. I mean, he is my instructor.”
“Keep it. You are of equal rank, and though he isn’t being charged for it, you are teaching him quite a few things. Now, your pilot is waiting on the tarmac. Get your gear and launch.”
“Just like that?”
The dispatcher grinned. “Just like that. Now put that com on. I want you to check in with the base once per day.”
“Yes, Director Nearing.”
“Well, Specialist, you are dismissed. Get to your shuttle.”
Yllin nodded and put the com on her wrist, blinking as it wrapped tightly without her having to do anything. She flexed her glove and the com lit up, pointing in the direction she was to go to get to her quarters.
She didn’t follow the directions. They were as the crow flies not as a biped could walk. She jogged to her quarters, grabbed her bag and was relieved when the extra suits were waiting in her delivery slot. 
With her bag ready, she looked at her quarters, waved at the picture of her family and headed out the door, unsure of when she would return.
 



Chapter Five
 
 
“You are my pilot?” Yllin let Nearing take her bag and stow it.
“I am a better pilot than I am a talent. I thought I might contribute to your little fund with a portion of my earnings from flying you around.” 
Yllin buckled into the flight harness and watched him do the preflight checks. “Are you serious?”
“About flying you around? Yes.”
“No, about contributing to the fund. I am grateful, but you don’t have any ties to Missambra.”
She heard the hiss of atmospheric pressure building in the shuttle and he lifted off.
“I have the ability to recognize a good cause when I hear one.” He winked, and they took off, avoiding all air traffic from the largest city on Ohkhan.
All Citadel aircraft had to line up with the gap in the air routes and drop straight down as well as rise upward until they cleared the air traffic lanes. It was the part of shuttle flight that had given Yllin the most trouble.
She sat back and gave him a dark look through her lashes. “I met your mother.”
“I should have warned you, but I figured she would tell you. She is one for full disclosure.”
“Thank you for my com unit.”
He grumbled. “Too much disclosure.”
“She was very nice. Apparently, I am getting dropped at some kind of archaeological dig.”
“Yes. The data is on your com unit. It can give you mission information as well as act as a communication’s device.”
“Fancy.”
“It is the most upgraded model available. After experiencing your flight skills on a riot runner, I want you as safe as possible.”
She grinned and settled in as they flew toward the jump site. Yllin checked her wrist display and brought up her assignment specs. The projection made her whistle as she was able to enlarge and shrink all information depending on what was selected.
Yllin’s assignment was the underground city of Webar. The team that was digging there had suffered lost staff members and two deaths as a result of sprung traps. She was there to minimize future losses, and the amount she was being paid was staggering.
“Can I find out what my current Citadel account is showing?”
“Certainly. Go to the main menu and check on financial information. Your other accounts should also be linked there. By the way, this system is on a genetic lock. It only works because you are using it. If I grabbed your wrist and tried to work out information, I would be out of luck.”
She checked the financial information and stared. “If I do this one job for two weeks, I am out of debt with the Citadel.”
“Good for you.” He nodded and checked on the jump location. “Brace for jump.”
She exhaled, inhaled and by the time she exhaled again, they were in a new star system and on their way to the next jump point.
“How long until the next jump?”
He checked the instruments. “Four hours.”
“I will make some tea.”
 
Watching Nearing fly off left a lump in her throat. She was basically alone on Webar with the team watching her hopefully. 
She flared her nostrils and dragged in a breath. “Where would you like me to start?” 
The leader of the expedition opened a map, and she analyzed it carefully. “Can I make any modifications to this?”
He blinked at her with all four of the eyes in his slick yellow forehead. “Can you create your markings in a contrasting colour?”
She nodded and sent out a pulse, getting back what she had sensed the first time. With her fingers, she drew new paths, marked traps and highlighted chambers and buildings with collections of objects of differing densities. 
The team was buzzing with excitement, and Dr. Kliask hugged her. “My dear, you have saved us months of work. You have accelerated our research.”
“Not yet. This is a map. We need to confirm these hallways, and I need to trip those traps in order to make it a safe workplace.”
She didn’t mention the dead in the halls. She would bring them out one by one during the night. No one needed to be with her when she brought out their friends and co-workers.
The doctor and his students and assistants huddled around the map and tried to decide where they wanted to go the following day.
Yllin sat back and sipped her tea, watching them with the indulgent smile of a babysitter watching four year olds debating.
Yllin waited until the crew was in their respective spaces for the night, then she grabbed a levitating sled and four sheets to enter the underground. 
It took her two hours to find and retrieve all the bodies. She recorded the places she had found them and any clues as to type of death that she could find.
She brought the sled out of the underground city and lined the bodies up, each covered respectfully with a sheet. 
With the chances of stumbling over a corpse the next day down to zero, she was able to sleep. 
She set her alarm for dawn and was up and eating her ration packs before the rest of the crew. 
When Dr. Kliask came in, she went to him and explained that she had retrieved the bodies of the fallen. He jerked and quickly moved to examine the remains of his lost students and assistants. 
“I wish you had had one of us with you so we would know where they were found.”
She nodded. “I recorded it all and put it on your system. You should have all the information you would want. I simply didn’t want anyone to have the shock of stumbling on the deceased.”
He nodded. “Of course. Of course. We have storage pods. We will put them in storage until another ship can be arranged.”
“You will send them home when you have artifacts?”
“Of course.”
Yllin was determined. “Then, we will find you those artifacts.”
It was the beginning of a very long but very productive day. 
 
Yllin dropped into her bunk every night and got up at dawn every day to lead the team into the underground city. Her blaster came in handy, as did the stun sticks that Nearing had given her during the flight. She was able to set off the traps from a distance, and stun any crewmember who felt the weight of the soil and stone over their heads.
She made it through her two weeks and the archaeological team got quite a bit of identification done on the artifacts that they had found with her help.
The moment that her com unit sent her a signal that Nearing was on his way for a new assignment, she could have wept with joy. 
“Dr. Kliask, I will be leaving for a few days, so if you want to gather more artifacts today, it would be recommended.”
He blinked at her, all four eyes moving independently. “Where are you going?”
“Another assignment. I will return here when it is complete.” 
“Oh, good. As long as it is only a few days. You are most useful to have around.” 
She smirked. “I do strive to be useful.”
The team was gathered, and they went in to take full scans of all objects before anything was removed from the great library. Statuary was collected, as were strangely constructed books that flexed out on endless sheets of folded paper.
She didn’t tell them about the hidden room at the back of the library. It would be a surprise for them when she returned. She had no intention of letting them into that room without her. Something about that room had the potential to be wonderful or terrifying. The reading that her senses gave her was indicating that something in there could reflect her talent. That meant it was harmonized crystal or some sort of trap, possibly both.
Her com link chirped and announced the arrival of her ride. “Take what you can; we are heading out now.”
Dr. Kliask looked up. “We can leave here without you. It might take some time to work through the maze, but we will return to base camp without any issue. I promise.”
She quickly drew up a waiver. “Sign this. It absolves me of responsibility in case you get lost down here.”
He quickly pressed his thumb to her wrist, and it accepted his signature. Contract law was the first thing she had gotten when she took courses with the Citadel. They wanted their people to know that their services were valuable, and that meant teaching them to protect their work in the field.
She confirmed his thumbprint and got one of the assistants to verify the signature. 
“Have a nice time. I will see you all when I get back.”
It felt weird to be leaving the team she had been working with for just over two weeks, but she had the opportunity to do something more than babysit a gathering of academics. She had a high tolerance for those who pursued active lives in academia. All four of her older siblings had obtained high degrees in their area of interest, and as the youngest, Yllin had been their study partner for every exam and proofreader for each essay. In a weird way, she found being surrounded by academics safe and familiar.
When she made it up the steps and into the light, she heard the arrival of the shuttle and gathered her travel bag to prepare herself for whatever she was getting into.
She slipped her bag over her shoulder and went to meet her ride. 
 



Chapter Six
 
 
Nearing smiled as she came onboard. “You appear to be thriving, Yllin.”
She stowed her bag and settled into the second seat as he sealed the ship. “It has been an interesting two weeks.”
“Well, we are about to go from interesting to terrifying, at least for the family. A child is lost in the hills of Vicorran, the primitive holiday world. You can bring your knives and will have to leave your com unit behind. Outside of the landing area, you are restricted to primitive technology. Well, we are restricted to technology. I will find the child and you will get us there.”
“If it is an emergency, why can’t we just go in and fly over?”
He sighed. “It is complicated, but Vicorran is a beautiful and lush world with a mind of its own. It will not suffer the face of its brothers and watch the crawling and destruction of so-called civilised societies on its surface. Folk can come and live in nature in a very restrictive manner and most consider time on Vicorran to be restorative. If you follow the rules, the world blesses you. If you break the rules, Vicorran seeks you out and you burn. Leave the blaster and the com unit here.”
She nodded. “Right. Are there really living worlds?”
He smiled. “There are more sentient worlds than we know. They just have no way of speaking to us under normal circumstances.”
He took off, and they rose up and out of the atmosphere of the dead and abandoned world of Webar and all its hidden wonders.
Yllin waited until they were out of the gravitational pull before she unbelted and headed for the galley. She summoned two cups of tea, and when she had them both, she brought them back to the cockpit.
“Here. I have been dying for a decent up of tea, and if I can settle for dispenser tea, it shows you the depths of my desperation.”
Nearing laughed and took the cup. “We have thirty minutes before the jump. Thanks for the tea.”
The jump site was close to Webar, and it was due, mainly, to the fact that the world was dead. No harm could be done by the energy output because there was no working eco system in action.
In retrospect, she couldn’t fault Vicorran for wanting to protect itself. Webar had a sad aura, and its people were all long gone. She didn’t wish that on any other world.
“How are you enjoying your time on Webar, aside from the tea?”
“It is a little boring but not too bad. It has a family vibe that I was not anticipating.”
“A lot of long-term postings are like that. You feel like you belong until it is time to leave and then you have to go elsewhere, but you will always have the friendships forged while you are with them.”
“It sounds like you have been on a few.”
“I travelled with my mother when she was crossing our world as a matchmaker. Now, her position as dispatcher gets her matching the proper people with the correct assignment. It doesn’t always look that way, but it ends up that way when all is said and done.”
“She was a matchmaker?”
“She still is. Don’t worry. She only makes romantic matches on request.”
A curl of relief ran through her. “Oh good.”
He chuckled and sipped at his tea. 
“Are you an only child, Nearing?”
“I am. My mother said that one of me was quite enough.”
She swallowed her tea and then laughed. “I can see that. My family had the bad taste to continue having children until I arrived. Apparently, that scared my parents enough to stop. Something had gone wrong with their perfect child template. I was everything wrong and nothing correct for their political ambitions, social class and personal dignity.”
“Oh dear. I am guessing you were a bit of a shock.”
She shrugged. “I have a care for the people of my world, for those who cannot rise because the need for additional education stymies them. Even if you have an inclination for an occupation, you cannot just assume it; you need to work at it, to learn it.”
“Just as you have done with the Citadel.”
Yllin paused. “I suppose I have.”
He paused and cocked his head. “Have you ever ridden a quadruped before?”
“Yes. Once. Why?”
Nearing grinned, “Because that is how we are going to conduct our search.”
Yllin remembered the creature with the baleful eyes that had taken her on a terror-filled journey through the streams and trees. “Fine, but if it gives me any attitude, we are going to have a frank discussion, and I am going to win.”
“I am going to enjoy watching the battle.” He had a sly look in his eyes as he finished his tea. 
She whisked the empty cup away with a scowl and returned it to the galley with her own. Yllin returned, belted in and waited for her first really active assignment to begin.
 
The organiser of the campsite met them at the shuttle pad. They got a briefing of the situation and met their steeds. 
Yllin eyed the six-footed jehrkreez, and he stared her down as well. She felt the actual moment when they agreed he would take her on her mission and nothing else. They would not be friends; they were going to be comrades.
Nearing didn’t have to negotiate with his beast. He simply introduced himself and the other beast fawned all over him.
She hauled herself into the saddle and gripped the reins. With pressure from her legs, her beast lumbered forward, and they headed toward the place where the child had gone missing. 
Nearing pulled up next to her. “Are you ready?”
“Do you have a direction?”
He pointed. “Northwest of the main camp grounds. She was moving fast. The distance is far greater than I would have imagined.”
She sent out a searching blast, and her beast raised its head, turning to look at her with surprise. “Sorry. I will try and keep it to a minimum.”
He nodded and she felt a change under her limbs. Nearing’s beast was engaging in the same move, changing from rambling ruminant to creature designed for speed.
Nearing told the organiser that they were on their way, and Yllin took the lead. She used her senses to give the beast beneath her little cues. They worked together well, and the occasional glance backward showed her that Nearing’s beast was keeping up.
“This would be a lot easier if we could use coms.”
Her beast snorted and kept moving at his blurring pace. She nudged him, turned him and guided him through the woods and rocks. 
She could see where they needed to go. When they had been riding for an hour and foam flecked the beast beneath her, she ran a quick check on her jehrkreez and was surprised to see that he was designed for this sort of thing.
His clawed feet dug in and propelled him forward with a strange rocking motion that she found rather pleasant. It wasn’t a riot runner, but it was fun.
Nearing let out a sharp whistle, and she sent out another signal; this time, there was a living being in it and the low body temperature made her worry. At a few hundred yards away, she slowed her beast and let Nearing take the lead. 
He passed her and zeroed in on the lost girl. 
She followed and her beast gave her another look. “What? I am just here to find a safe path. He is better with people, from what I have seen.”
When the young girl screamed, Yllin cursed and urged her beast forward. She dismounted and landed on her ass, crawling over to where the girl huddled against a tree, shying away from Nearing.
“Easy, lass. Take it easy. We are here to get you home or, at least, back with your own people.”
The young girl ran for her and struck with enough force to send her backward.
The high, soft voice started rambling, but Yllin could only make out one word. “Demon.”
Nearing looked bashful. 
Yllin got to her feet and lifted the girl in her arms. “Don’t worry about him, love. He is perfectly harmless. He just looks a little creepy by your standards. He found you; I just showed him the path to get him here.”
The girl was shaking, but Yllin got her up on the beast and swung up behind her. She pulled out a ration bar and broke off a small piece, fishing out a bottle of water to help her wash it down.
“I wish there was a way to get a signal out that we found her.”
The beast under her lifted his head and let out a long, low howl that Nearing’s beast took up. In the distance, they heard other animals howling, and it rippled through the valley until a bright light fired into the air. 
Yllin looked at that flare and plotted a course. “Let’s get you home.”
The beast lumbered slowly with the child nibbling away at the food. 
Nearing came up next to them, and the little girl now had more curiosity in her eyes than fear. 
“What are you feeding her?”
“Breakdown bars. A protein and enzyme cocktail that any species can eat for situations like this. The water is just hydrogen and oxygen.” 
She broke off another small piece and her passenger ate it, washing it down with another controlled swallow of water.
The beast was moving steadily in the path she had chosen. She gave slight signals with her knees but kept her arms around the little girl.
The pale green skin and deep green hair would have made it hard to spot her in the forest but that didn’t explain her location.
“How did you get up so far?”
She mumbled and Yllin had to lean in to hear her. 
“Your brother dared you to ride a jehrkreez? When you got on top of him he ran off?”
The beast she was on snorted and shook his head.
The little girl nodded.
“Ah, what is your name, honey?”
“Arbelika Yamra Twix. My brother calls me Licker.”
Yllin grinned. “My brothers have names for me as well. They are all older than me, and I was always trying to impress them, which made me do stupid stuff and sometimes dangerous stuff.”
They were moving at a steady pace that was taking them to the searchers, but they would still take hours to arrive.
Arbelika ducked her head. Her solid black eyes were embarrassed. “I told my brother to watch me that I was going to ride one as fast as it would go. When it stopped, I got off and it ran away, leaving me lost and very far away from the camp ground.”
Yllin’s beast nodded, and she knew that it was confirming the child’s story. There was more to her mount than fur, claws and attitude. 
“May I call you Arka?” She asked it politely.
The girl looked up with gratitude. “That is a pretty short-name.”
“I thought so. I am Specialist Yllin, and that is Specialist Nearing. He is the one who found you.”
Arka nodded. “He looks like a demon.”
Nearing tilted his head. “No horns.”
“A lesser demon then.” She nodded with authority that only children could master.
“Arka, I have met demons. Well, I have met Dhemons. They have horns and are very polite. It is just that the people they warred with were not very nice and liked to talk about them behind their backs. It got written into histories and literature as them being the bad guys, and I am here to tell you that Nearing is one of the good ones.”
Arka nibbled at another piece of ration bar, and she sat up, extending her free hand to Nearing. “Thank you, Specialist Nearing.”
Nearing came up next to them and took her small hand with his gloved one. “It was my honour, Arbelika Yamra Twix.”
“I would not mind if you called me Arka as well.”
Nearing smiled, and Yllin watched a crush forming. 
“It was my honour, Arka. Relax against Yllin. She will take good care of you.”
Yllin gave her another sip of water and reached in her pack for a compressed blanket. She flicked it out and wrapped it around Arka. The moment the girl was warm and had some food in her belly, she fell asleep.
They rode until the moons lit their path as they made their way through the forest. There were insects, animals but nothing larger than the two beasts they were riding.
“I can take her for a while if you need a rest.” Nearing’s beast was next to hers.
She altered their course to take them around a lake and shook her head. “This isn’t tiring. I won’t be able to walk straight for a week after this, but being up here is fine.”
“Where did you get the breakdown bars?”
“The archaeologists carry them. They prepare to be locked in their sites for up to a week, and they take all of their supplies in every time they enter. I have learned a lot in two weeks.” She winked.
“What about the blanket?”
“We were in search of a missing child. There was every reason to bring the blanket, and it meets with the planetary specs set out by Vicorran. I read the regulations while you were in the lav.”
He smiled and shook his head. “I told you you would be good at this.”
She looked down at the girl in her arms. “I am very glad that I am.”
With smooth movements, her beast took off at a faster pace. Yllin held Arka in her arms and monitored her temperature with a hand to her forehead. It was an ancient way to check on someone, but it worked.
 



Chapter Seven
 
 
Six hours after arriving on Vicorran, they rode the beasts into the site from which the search had been coordinated.
Arka was sitting up with the blanket wrapped around her shoulders, and when her parents rushed to her, she slid into their arms with tears and hugs for all.
Yllin fought the tears of sympathy as she watched the family reunite. She slid off the beast she had been riding and made sure that she had all of her supplies with the exception of the blanket. 
Nearing brought his beast next to her. “We are going to need a ride to the shuttle.”
“I know, but I made a deal with my beast. One mission and I would get off.”
Her beast turned to her and nudged her back to the stirrup. Apparently, he was granting her one more ride.
Her body rebelled, but she hauled herself back into the saddle.
Arka wiggled away from her family and grabbed Yllin’s boot. “Thank you for finding me.”
“Make sure that you bring a pack on your next adventure. I am pretty sure that given the right supplies, you could have made your way home.” She leaned down and stroked Arka’s hair. “Be good but keep adventuring. The only person you need to impress is yourself.”
Arka nodded and clutched at Yllin’s hand before letting it go. Arka nodded to Nearing and he nodded back.
With their mission completed, they left the search centre and headed for the shuttle pad at full speed, their beast moving gracefully beneath them.
Climbing down was a moment of pure relief. Yllin stretched and scratched the hide of her beast. “Should we take the saddles off?”
As she said it, the beasts turned their heads and the harnesses slid off to dump the saddles on the ground. 
Her beast walked up to her, and to her surprise, he pressed his head against hers. 
You are going to go far, Yllin Gerocard. You have courage and compassion, two things that are needed in our universe. If you ever come here again, you may use what communications you will. You have my permission.
You are…this world?
I am. Jehrkreez are the most advanced life form here, but they have no memories. I would have found her myself, but my Avatar also has no sense of smell. I could not find her, and the one she rode could not remember where he had been.
I had not thought…I mean, I imagined that you would know everything that happens on your surface.
Do you know about each body hair and skin cell? I can know that something is on my surface and still not know where unless the creature I am looking through can see them. You were up in the mountains; did you see other creatures?
No. I had no thought…I just learned that you were real and I could not imagine how it would work.
If you find yourself at Citadel Balen or Morganti, ask the Avatars for details on what we can and cannot see. You are still learning and that is good, but knowing and understanding are two very different things. I hope that one day you will understand. Good day, Yllin. May your future be bright.
Yllin staggered backward and rubbed her head. The six eyes of the Avatar were swirling with colours that had not been readily visible when she initially met him.
Nearing caught her and helped her into the shuttle. “What is it?”
“Didn’t you hear?”
“Hear what? You head-butted your beast and then you staggered back.”
He settled her in her seat and buckled her in before sealing the ship. He lifted off and she was still shaking off the effects of that weighty mind against hers.
“What happened, Yllin?”
She smiled weakly. “I just met Vicorran. I have been riding him all day.”
Nearing stared at her. “You are joking.”
“I am not joking. The jehrkreez are the dominant life form on the surface and that is where he took his Avatar.”
“Why did he speak to you?”
“He knew I was uncertain about my skills and my future. He also wanted to explain why he could not find Arka. The species that he inhabits has no memory. They constantly move forward but do not plan; they live in the moment, so the one that Arka was riding could not remember where he had left her.”
“Oh, damn. That must have been frustrating.”
“It might have been, but Vicorran let them call for help.”
They cleared the atmosphere and Yllin unbuckled. “I call the shower.”
Nearing narrowed his eyes. “That isn’t fair.”
“You have to fly and I called it. I might respect Vicorran, but his beast was a bit smelly.”
She sprinted to the back and stepped in the shower, blasting her uniform before removing it and taking another solar hit. Fresh and clean, she suited up again, pulling the boots on and flicking her hair over her shoulders. 
She grabbed a ration pack and a cup of tea for herself before returning to the cockpit. 
“I have my snacks, and we are hours away from the jump. Go eat.”
He leaned over, kissed her on the cheek and headed to the back. 
Yllin sat still for a moment with her cheek humming warmly where he had kissed it. She shook her head and turned her attention to the monitors. His people probably kissed like they shook hands. Anytime, anywhere.
She checked the trajectory and sat back to eat her meal. He returned in ten minutes and sat in his chair as they returned to Webar.
“You can put your com unit on again.” He was working on his meal, and he gave her an amused look over the edge of his fork.
“Oh, good. I suppose I need to file a report or something.”
“We both do.”
She nodded and took her meal tray and her empty cup to the galley for recycling. 
With a happy smile, she went to her duffel and withdrew her wrist com. It snapped into place, and she flexed her hand, enjoying the feel of it against her wrist. It reminded her of armour.
She activated it, checked in with Ohkhan dispatch to update her location, and then, she began to prepare a mission report for Vicorran.
It took her longer than she thought to put in all the details, but when she sent it through the secure relay link, she felt relieved. Her daily reports from Webar were very short and not interesting at all.
She rejoined Nearing and he was filing his own report. 
Yllin settled in and waited to return to her base camp. 
 
After he settled the shuttle on the surface, she paused in the open hatch and looked around. “There is something wrong.”
She looked around and didn’t see anyone at the base.
“Wouldn’t they all be in the tunnels?”
“There should be someone cataloguing in that warehouse over there.”
“No one is lost.”
She shook her head, and on impulse, she sent out a seeking blast across the barren landscape. 
“Damn it. There is someone else here. Can you call for assistance?”
“First, explain what we are dealing with.”
“There is a ship twice the size of the shuttle, loaded with personnel and hidden under the sand.” She turned and read the underground city. “That is strange. There are a half dozen people underground but there are eight on the excavation team.”
“Only six underground? Are they all together?”
She nodded. “It looks like they have been locked in the library.”
He scowled. “What do you think is going on?”
“One way to find out.”
She put her bag on the ground, put on her gun, lifted her shock sticks and slid them into a harness across her chest, settling them along her ribs. 
Nearing came up behind her, and he was wearing the same style of gear with a longer blade across his back. He cocked his head. “Shall we?”
Yllin led the way into the underground city, and she kept her senses open and wary of any incursions into what she already considered her territory.
“They are alive but they aren’t moving.”
It wasn’t the best situation, but she led him down into the tunnels and kept her senses working to alert her to any danger. The archway that led into the library was wide open, but that is when she saw the map of wires along the floor, all leading to the large box in the centre of the room. That box hadn’t been there when she left. 
The crew was lined up against the walls wearing cuffs. Dr. Kliask saw her and he waved his bound hands. “Don’t come in! It is rigged to explode.”
She wrinkled her nose. “Where are Domi and Yavo?”
Hlisa had tears in her eyes. “They did this. They are having an auction for the finds from the city. The ship landed last night and they gassed us and we woke up here.”
Yllin looked to Nearing and he shrugged. “It is your call.”
“Will you all be comfortable here if I try and keep the artifacts from leaving?”
Dr. Kliask said, “Comfortable, no. But do it. We will be fine as long as we don’t try to leave. Don’t forget to come back for us.”
She smiled tightly. “Help has already been called. Even if something happens to us, someone will come and get you out.”
It pained her to leave them, but the options were slim if they were to keep the find out of the hands of private collectors. 
Nearing nodded, and she pressed a finger to her lips, beckoning him down the hall and into another corridor.
“The ship is resting on the tunnels. We can use the blaster to cut a hole in the hull or several. I don’t know of many ships that can take off without pressurizing.”
Nearing grinned. “I like the way you think. It is exceptionally devious.”
“Only if it works. Right now it is just imagination.”
“How well do you know these tunnels?”
“I have deactivated many of the traps that were planted. I didn’t tell the crew, of course. I didn’t want them wandering off into the dozens—if not hundreds—of possible areas without me. They are tricky and curious and must be protected.”
He chuckled. “You seem attached to them.”
“I think I am attached to caring for someone who looks at me with respect. In my home, I was loved, coddled and tolerated. I was part of the family but treated like a pet. Here, I can be more.”
She checked her location and smiled. “We are under the nose of the ship. It runs from that brick to the third door down the corridor. What do we have that can make the hole?”
“Hand me your blaster.”
To her amazement, he took the gun, did some work on the settings with a kit from his belt and handed it back. “It is now a cutter.”
She aimed it at the ceiling and pulled the trigger. The beam shot out and sliced through the stone. She carved a small circle just above them and moved back as it dropped with a few disks of metal. 
“One down, four to go.”
Nearing gave her a thoughtful look in the dim light of the illuminated stone. “Can you sense the objects?”
“Yes.”
“Are they all together?”
She caught on to his line of thinking. “Let me just see if they line up with any of the accessible areas.”
“I will wait.”
She snorted and sent out the blast. “Got it. We can get to it, but it is under guard.”
“Lead the way and I will help. We can cut around them as fast as we can and bring the artifacts back to where they belong.”
Yllin straightened her shoulders and headed into the dimness that marked the Webar caves. 
 



Chapter Eight
 
 
The Webar had been a population of UV-sensitive beings. Their softly lit tunnels had once held a thriving metropolis under the killing sun.
They had dwindled down to a tiny population and eventually left to find another world. 
Now, two aliens were stalking through the leftovers of a dead society with the purpose of saving what they could. It made Yllin feel exceptionally odd.
Carving a hole in the cargo hold wouldn’t keep the ship from lifting off, but the hole in the forward engine bay would. 
“If we cut along the walls, we should be able to get them all in one drop. We will start here. I will go left, you go right and we will meet up again on the other side. The drop will happen the moment that gravity takes over. We want to be well back from that.”
He nodded, and they passed under the payload. She aimed at the ceiling and started to cut. She moved quickly and Nearing matched her step for step.
They backed up and cut along the hallway lines, the intermediate layer of sand and silt sifted through the new holes. 
The chunks of stone dropped, and a moment later, there was a whine, a crash and a mighty groan as the components and four guards fell. Yllin grabbed her shock sticks and jabbed two of the men while Nearing zapped the others. 
He took another item off his belt and threw it upward. A web of energy locked into the hole they had made. 
“That will just keep us from being followed right away. They will have to work their way through the city.”
She grinned. “If you can haul any of this to the alcove outside the library, I can get some of the traps reset.”
“So, I get to do the heavy lifting?”
She went up on her toes and kissed him quickly. “I think you are up for it.”
Before he could grab her, she sprinted down the hall, around corners and kept in mind that two of the men were familiar with the first few blocks of the city. 
 
It took her two hours to get everything settled to her satisfaction, and when she returned to the library, the prisoners were free of their cuffs, and it was only the webbing of wire that kept them in place.
That was what the alcove was for. 
Nearing was waiting for her with half the artifacts and all four of the guards still out and trussed with strips of their own uniforms.
“What are you going to do?”
She smiled and stepped behind the artifacts and into the alcove. “I am going to be very careful and use those dance classes my mother insisted on. How did they remove the cuffs?”
“The guards had keys and I slid them along the floor.”
“That is most sensible. I set nine traps in the first few blocks. 
She felt for the switch, and when the door swung outward, she sighed with relief when none of the wires were attached. Yllin took a deep breath, focused on the seven years of dance classes, went up on her toes and stepped into the room rigged with the wires. 
She stepped daintily from one small diamond of cross wires to the next until she was standing in front of the box. Yllin could feel her friends holding their breath as she looked at the machine.
“It’s not a bomb. It’s a shock grid.” She turned it off and steeled herself, bumping into the wire. “It’s off.”
The crew left the room by the alcove door. Nearing winked, picked up the bound men and placed them in the library, in the circuit of wires. “Specialist Yllin, can you return and reset the unit?”
She chuckled. “Well, Specialist Nearing, yes I can.”
She tiptoed back into the centre of the room, turned the unit on and carefully tiptoed out again.
When the alcove door was closed again, she and the whole group let out a sigh of relief. 
Yllin nodded. “Right, grab some artifacts and follow me. I know a place we can hole up that isn’t on any of the maps yet.”
They took the carefully tagged artifacts, and Yllin led the way deep into the underground city.
A weird chirping got her attention, and she looked down at her com unit. The origin code was not one she was familiar with, but she knew whom it was from. She waved everyone to silence and answered.
The howl of rage was unmistakable. “What did you do to my ship, bitch?”
“I am sorry. I believe you have the wrong calling code. You may want to try again.” She disconnected the link, and she waited while the crew giggled.
The com chirped again and she answered. “Yes?”
“We are tracking this signal. We will get our goods back.”
She grinned. “Come and get them.”
She disconnected and locked the com.
“Now, Dr. Kliask, this is the reason I have been so eager to return here. It was a surprise.”
Yllin knelt and ran her hands up the wall, seeking and finally finding the switch. A wall and the floor slid back, and Dr. Kliask was trembling with eagerness as he followed the hidden stairway into the city under the city.
Nearing brought up the rear, and from the bottom of the steps, she closed the hatchway. 
Dr. Kliask and his team were staggering forward and grinning like fools as the merchant sector of the city was exposed to living gazes for the first time in a thousand years.
“How did you know this was here?”
She laughed and led them through to the next surprise. “Since day nine of my installment here. My radius began expanding, and since there was something to see, I went down.”
“What is this level?” Nearing was as amazed as the others.
Dr. Kliask answered. “This is the commerce area. That means that the area above was strictly for the use of visitors.”
She grinned. If he got more enthusiastic, he would explode. His eyes were all batting randomly, and the rest of the crew was busy saying that they wished they could take notes. 
She kept them moving. “I promise I will bring you down here again, but we need to get to safety and that isn’t quite here. Not yet.”
One of the assistants asked, “Are there more levels?”
“More than I can count. From here, I can sense two more than I could from the surface.”
The gathering got more excited. “Enough! I will get you safe and in a defensible position, and then, we will be able to chat about the city as long as you like.”
Nearing was snickering in the blue light that cast his features into a hellish glow.
She glared at him. “Shut up, demon.”
He dissolved into hoots, so she led her charges to the next set of hidden stairs. The citizen quarters were neat and well arranged, but this is where signs of habitation truly began. Vehicles and children’s toys were in the street and Kliask wanted to root around, but she dragged them deeper yet. 
“But, Yllin, if they follow us, they will find all of these treasures.”
She snorted. “You haven’t seen the treasures yet. There are huge universities below, research centres, power plants and water plants. A level for hydroponic farming. This was a completely self-sufficient community.”
“I can spend years here. Years!”
“You can, as long as I can get you to the spot I have chosen.”
Nearing finally took charge by bodily hauling the good doctor after Yllin. The crew followed.
Down the stairs, she entered the tower she had seen, and they clambered inside, up the steps and into a wide room filled with weapons.
Nearing blinked. “You found the armoury?”
She chuckled. “Yes. From what I can guess, they are short-range stunners. Everyone take at least one. It is unlikely that they will follow us down here, but if they do, I want to be ready.”
They sat around and waited. Nearing checked his com and nodded. “Backup is entering the atmosphere.”
Yllin sighed with relief. Now, she just had to wait.
They huddled in the dim light and shared the ration bars that Nearing had stowed on his very-useful belt. The water was shared as well, and they waited.
When Nearing got a “Where the hell are you?” note, they got up and started the trek back to the surface with the artifacts in tow.
 
The traps made short work of those who had tried the front door. Sector Guard base Udell had sent in the troops, and no one was left standing. All of the would-be collectors were on their knees, and the men who had manned the ship were also under arrest. Arrangements for looting charges were planned, and the guilty were being delivered to the nearest facility for processing.
Dr. Kliask had his permits for exploration from both the Imperium and the Alliance ready to display upon request. No one knew who owned Webar, so he was taking no chances with his find.
Yllin turned her com back on and checked in with Dispatcher Nearing. She skimmed over the finer parts of the day and promised to forward a complete report.
She collected her duffel from the shuttle and trudged back to her quarters. It was the end of a very long day.
Nearing knocked on her door just after sunset. “May I come in?”
She had just been settling in to doze. She was still wearing her suit though she had removed the boots and weaponry. “Come in.”
He walked in, and she finally noticed that he looked as rough as she felt. 
“I can’t take off until the morning. I have a diplomatic mission and need to get some sleep before I leave. The crew quarters are off limits, so I have come to beg a space for the night.”
She sighed and scooted back. “Come on. They didn’t know how big I would be, so I got the double-wide version.”
He dropped his weapons and the belt, crawled in next to her and curled against her. 
Yllin paused for a moment, but he began to breathe heavily and his arm went limp. He was out and she had a living wall of warmth at her back.
 
The next morning, the vid cameras were flying everywhere, and after wedging his body into the solar shower, Nearing joined her for breakfast. 
It was going to take her a few days to feel secure again, so she was wearing her blades. 
She sat across from him and stared him down. “I still have one question.”
“What?”
“What is your actual name?”
He grinned. “Don’t you want to guess?”
She flicked her spoon at him, landing a wad of hot cereal on his shoulder. “I hate guessing.”
“But have no objection to wasting food.”
He scooped the cereal off his shoulder and popped it into his mouth. “There, now it is not wasted.”
“And I still have no answer.”
“Hexor. My name is Hexor Nearing.”
She smiled and finished her breakfast. The team wanted to get started on some of the new levels, but Dr. Kliask was going to have to send for more students and assistants. 
She tried to follow her team, but Nearing grabbed her for a quick kiss that turned into something quite elaborate. If she hadn’t pulled a knife on him, he might still be kissing her at this very moment.
 



Chapter Nine
 
 
Lorada Gerocard took the image she had been sent and smiled. It wasn’t something she had anticipated, but it brightened her day to see her daughter grinning up at the man who held her so carefully. 
The placement of Yllin’s knife at her friend’s groin might have had something to do with his careful handling.
“Ah, Ylli. You are never going to change.”
High Prefect Hercot Gerocard entered and smiled at his wife. “Have you seen the business news?”
“No, darling.”
“She has gotten nineteen worlds to help supplement her trade school fund for women. She is taking over the universe one welder at a time.” His pride swelled his chest.
Lorada came over and gave him a hug. “I suppose this was the right thing for her after all.”
He sat and pulled her into his lap. “It is a shame that she can’t give us grandchildren, she would have been a creative mother. Why didn’t we get her that shot?”
She sighed and snuggled against her husband of the last forty years. “She bit the pediatrician, drew blood and stabbed the nurse with the syringe. She has always gone her own way.”
“We are lucky she decided to use her powers for good. If she had world domination in mind, I am pretty sure I would be out of a job by now.” He pressed a kiss to her temple.
Lorada smiled and wove her hand with her husband’s. “You are going to have to take that sign off your state vehicle.”
“Why? I am very happy that it now says, My Daughter is a Citadel Specialist.”
Pride in all their children had been there from the beginning, but understanding their youngest had taken time. Now that her program had come to public and interplanetary light, her work at the Citadel had brought her acclaim for her work at saving people and helping discover things long gone, it was easy to see that she needed to take care of others.
“She would be embarrassed if she knew that we knew about her exploits. Her letters to us are tepid in the extreme. She obviously doesn’t want us to know what she is doing, but I am glad that her new friend’s mother is keeping us informed.”
“New friend?”
“Check the picture on the mantel.”
He glanced over and stiffened. “Is he bright red?”
“I would call it scarlet.”
He squinted. “Does she have a knife aimed at his crotch?”
“Yes, she does.”
“That’s my girl.” He squeezed Lorada slightly and sighed. “I hope they come to visit.”
“So do I. She has finally found someone who will hang onto her despite the danger. When you find a man like that, you have to grip him tight. I am still clinging to you and you haven’t tried to run away in years.” She nuzzled his jaw.
“There is no sense running from the one person who makes you happier than anyone else in the universe.” He kissed her and they enjoyed the silence of being alone in a very large space. Having an empty nest had never felt so good.
 



 
 
Author’s Note
 
 
So. I thought it was cute. I never got to use her close-range attack, but there are so many more books; we haven’t seen the last of Yllin and Nearing.
The next release date celebrates my 300th single-author title. I have chosen my alter ego’s book Snow Time for Love as book 300. Yay! 
Honestly, I never thought I would go this long, and I know I still have some stories yet untold. They might be hits, might be misses, but I will do my best to make them entertaining.
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