
        
            
                
            
        

    Desperate to save her family, Nathaly trains with the Sector Guard to become the first lady of a new Citadel.
 
 
Nathaly has been preparing for this moment for years, but she is still surprised when she is given the signal and has to run for her life. Her mother is arrested and her father is already in prison. She is the last of the line and staying free is her priority.
Rescued by the Sector Guard, Nat agrees to train to use her passive talent as a weapon and Station 13 is her training ground.
Strobe is her rescuer, and he keeps an eye on her while she is working to master her talent in new ways. When he is offered the chance to partner with her in a new Citadel, he jumps at the chance to keep proximity to the woman now known as Shiver. With her, his future is Bright.
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Chapter One
 
 
Nathaly kneaded the bread and gasped when a handful of flour struck her cheek.
“Mom! Honestly, you are worse than a child.” Nathaly wiped the flour from her face.
“And you are too grown up for your age. You need to have a little fun.” Rema Welling snickered and flicked more flour at her.
Nathaly flicked her fingers and a glob of dough struck her mother’s cheek. The fight was on.
 
Ten minutes later, Nathaly tried to salvage what was remaining from her initial dough. Her mother was wearing the rest.
Rema picked chunks of dough from her hair and grinned. “Better. Your aim improved with practice.”
A rumble in the ground caused them both to still. “Nat, was that you?”
“No, Mom.”
“Go upstairs, get the bags.”
Nathaly nodded and dropped her apron on the counter, working the flour off her hands with a quick vibration before heading up the stairs.
The vehicle outside her home was visible from the window. She made certain not to touch the drapes and swiftly went to her room and grabbed her bags.
As quietly as she could, she went to her wardrobe, draped the bags over her shoulders and lowered herself down the rope implanted in the wooden floor beneath her clothing. Hanging there, she slid the floor back into place so nothing was amiss.
Swallowing nervous tears, she moved down the rope, right through the center of the house and into the cellar. The tunnels that had been designed were for this purpose, for Nathaly’s escape.
 
* * * *
 
Rema brushed her hands down her gown and answered the door. “Hello?”
“Lady Newshot?”
Rema frowned. “No. I do not know anyone by that name.”
The man who reeked of evil checked his notes. “Ah, excuse me. You are not his wife.”
“Whose wife?”
“Lord Altair Newshot. You are his mistress.”
Rema inclined her head. “I am.”
“He has been arrested for treason, and we have been ordered to take you in for questioning.”
Rema heard a soft thud from inside the walls and prayed that Nathaly continued on her way safely.
“Is there someone else inside?” The man pushed past her and left her on her doorstep in the custody of two guards.
Rema held her breath as he searched and returned with Nathaly’s apron. “It looks like you made a bit of a mess.”
She waved at her clothing. “I waited too long and the dough exploded. I have never been much use in the kitchen.”
He looked at her carefully and his eyes narrowed. “Search the house. There is another person here.”
The guards shot past her and into her home. The drills she had put Nathaly through were coming to fruition. Her daughter had one way out and Rema hoped that she took it without looking back.
“What is she? Is she your maid?” The man who wore the badges of the government security force grabbed her wrist.
“Yes. I knew that Newshot’s political views would get me into trouble. When I felt your vehicle, I told her to go.”
He grabbed her arm and forced her to the transport. “An inquisitor will determine if you are telling the truth. You will learn that it is simpler to be honest the first time around.”
Rema looked back at her house. “I have found that when dealing with men, truth is the last thing that they want.”
The transport rumbled off, and she was driven toward the capitol with her soul looking back and hoping for her daughter’s safety.
 
* * * *
 
Nathaly worked her way through the shadows of the tunnel, dampening her steps behind her. Walking silently had been a hard thing to learn, but it was her best means of practicing with her talent. Every step had a vibration built on shoe style, body weight, burden, personal balance and speed as well as the surface one was walking on. Sending a balanced wave at the point of impact gave her silent running with no ripple through the world around her.
She sprinted toward the outpost through the tunnels that had taken most of her childhood to build.
Her father was a good man, a kind man, and the last of his line. He had met Rema when they were both completing their educations, and she had refused his offer of marriage, even though she was pregnant at the time. She returned to her home and he pursued her, asking her to be his wife. She refused to consider him until he completed his education.
He returned to school and sent Rema a stipend for the necessary equipment for a child. When he graduated, he asked her again, and she smiled and told him to take up his family seat in government before she would consider him.
It had gone on for nearly two decades. Rema told Nathaly once that she got glimpses of the future and that she had always been Rema Welling. That had been good enough for her.
Nathaly had two loving parents. In their community, it hadn’t mattered at all that the vows had not been spoken; they could be seen by one and all.
If government officers arrived at their home, her mother and father were in danger. She had to follow the plan and get what help she could.
Ten kilometers underground took her to the final stop on her escape. She crept up the steps and opened the hatch.
She dug through the first of her bags and pulled out a key. With as much stealth as she could manage, she walked to the com unit and slid the key in, sending the signal to the occupant of the outpost and alerting her godmother on Station 13. The help that could come would be here soon.
She had supplies and a place to hide. What more could a young woman need?
 
It took two days for someone to open the dark room. A light blazed down at her and a man extended his hand.
“Lupik sent me to help, Nathaly Welling.”
She took the hand, and he lifted her out of the dark cell that had been her salvation.
The interior of the second layer of the outpost was another underground room, but it was bright as daylight with the glow from the eyes of the man who still held her hand.
“I am here to get you to safety. Will you come with me?”
“What about my parents?”
“I have no orders regarding them, only you.” His eyes dimmed and she could make out his features.
His cheeks were a pale silver and his hair a smoky blue. The light from his eyes was hard to look at and cast his features in weird light.
“I want to save them.”
“How?” He cocked his head in a birdlike motion.
She looked up at him helplessly. “I don’t know.”
He sighed and lifted his arm, checking a display on his wrist. “Lady Lupik has arrived and is keeping her eye on your parents. They are imprisoned but in no danger. We need to get you off the surface and to safety.”
Nathaly nodded. “Right. Part of the drill. I have to go before I can come back.”
“You were briefed?”
“Since I was ten. When my father got his position as vice chancellor, it was part of my weekly life. I have done drills, practice escapes and worked with my skills and my talent to protect myself.”
“Then, let us conclude your escape and get you safe. Your parents will breathe more easily when they know you are not at risk.”
She nodded, and he led her through the outpost and to the covered hangar. A shuttle waited for them. He led her into the shuttle and stowed her bags.
His eyes ceased their glowing. He didn’t speak as he flicked the switches and activated the ship. When the ship moved forward, he cursed and quickly pulled them upward and away from the shelter.
She understood the reason for the curse as they lifted and the shots struck the hull. He got them out of the way and through the incoming attack vessels that streamed through the sky with no hesitation.
As dark stars whirled above them and the ground fell away, she breathed more easily.
“Thank you. May I ask your name?”
He cleared his throat. “My call sign is Strobe, but you may call me Worvin.”
“Worvin, I am pleased to meet you.”
“Why are you in danger?”
He set the controls, and the ship took over, pulling them through space.
She combed her hair over her ears and sat up. “My father’s family has always had a ruling position on the councils. My father wanted to open the councils to voting, not just family houses but for public consideration. Everyone needed a voice.”
Nat licked her lips. “I was not a threat to his policies, but I was leverage if I bore his name, so my mother never listed my father on any documents. He wasn’t happy about that, but he left it alone, having me and my mother was enough, name or no name.”
She shifted. “It was clear that his work with the vote was going to cause problems, so he and my mother came up with a plan to get me free if they came for us to use us as leverage. Today was that day.”
“Why would they use you as leverage?”
“Because I am the bastard of the vice chancellor and the family who has been trying to get him to mix with them is the family of the chancellor. He has been able to claim disinterest in women so far, but now, there is proof that he just didn’t want the chancellor’s daughter.”
“So, they are out to destroy the proof of the relationship that has kept him from joining with them.”
“That is our guess, but until Lady Lupik tells us what precisely is going on, I have no clue.”
Worvin nodded. “We will find out.”
She smiled gratefully. “Thank you for your help.”
“It is nice to get off the station.” He smiled. “I normally work as the quartermaster.”
“Well, you seem very at ease with the rescue.”
He inclined his head. “Thank you.”
The ship slid through the darkness, and they sat in silence. There was a lot of space between her and her parents, but she had to get to safety before she could try and come home.
 



Chapter Two
 
 
When six hours had passed, Worvin helped her to her feet and showed her the lav, the galley and how to get rations out of the dispenser using her wrist as a scanning point.
Worvin nodded. “We use this model on all ships with unknown species. It measures what you need in your bloodstream and guesses at what is required. Those are what it offers you as a selection.”
Nat smiled. “That will make a change from the rations I have been eating.”
He perked up. “You have rations? That would make it easier to calibrate the unit.”
Nat went to the storage locker where he had placed her bags. She pulled out one of the ration bars that her mother made and handed it to him.
“Here you go. It is the one thing my mom can cook.”
He smiled and then caught on to the fact she wasn’t smiling. “You are serious.”
“Yup. I started cooking when I was twelve. It was self-defence.”
He chuckled and took the bar, moving to the machine and slicing off a piece. He fed it into the side of the dispenser and set an analysis program.
“You are good at that.”
He smiled, his blue hair rising slightly. “I know every inch of every piece of equipment issued by Station 13.”
“Wow.”
“I had a lot of time to learn all the ins and outs while waiting for a personnel match. It never came, so I focused on my equipment.”
Nat smirked, “As have many men before you.”
He paused and he looked at her. “Are you joking with me?”
To her amazement, his blue eyes glowed and he flicked the gaze over her from head to toe. “When we get to the station, we can outfit you with some more appropriate clothing while you get your bearings and plan your next move.”
“You seem to have complete faith in my ability to defend my family.”
“I have read your file. Although you have minimal formal education, your parents provided you access to the archive through channels I can only imagine. You have what would otherwise be advanced degrees in tectonic manipulation, electronic repair, molecular vibration and a flair for Kozue war poems.”
Nat blinked and took a seat at the table. “That is...I had no idea I was being monitored.”
“With the link that your father had rigged for you, it had to go through a number of channels and a secure relay station. Whether you knew it or not, you had a private tutor guiding your studies.”
He set the beverage unit and generated a pot of tea.
When she had the cup between her palms, she inhaled the scent of the brew and smiled. “He was so proud that day when he brought the com unit into our home with the charging pack. I had to get on the roof and install the panel between the two roofs. The vice chancellor was not supposed to do silly things like climb on roofs and get caught doing it.”
“I can imagine it would have been beneath his dignity.”
She laughed and sipped her tea. “No. Like my mother, my father was not equipped for regular village life. He couldn’t replace his own shirt closures.”
“So, you did the work and attended your studies. My opinion of you rose higher, which is surprising as it was fairly high to begin with.”
She blushed. “So, how long will it take us to get to the station?”
“Two more hours. They are in orbit around Dyenka 6.”
“They are in the system?”
“Yes. It made it easier to deploy me if I was in the same star system. It took me ten hours from notification to being at your side.”
“So, I will ostensibly be ten hours from home.”
“You will, but you will not leave the safety of Station 13 without authorization and a pilot. You can’t just run home. It will not be allowed.”
Nat scowled. “I know why I can’t go on my own, but you are warning me like I am an unpredictable and uncontrolled child.”
“You are new to your talent and new to the training that Kaylee and Dirven will put you through. You will know every aspect and most of the potential of your talent before you leave and that is very important. You arrive as a refugee; you will leave a Citadel Specialist or even a Master.”
Nat sipped at her tea. “How long would that take?”
“It is up to you. If you show complete control over your abilities, you will be a Specialist in no time. If you need help, it might delay that process.”
“So, it is literally up to me.”
“As are most things in life. When it comes to the big stuff, we are the only ones we can call on. You are the only person under your complete control.”
She smiled and started thinking. Nat could prove most of her skills and mastery over them to anyone, but doing it on a space station was going to bring up a whole new world of complications.
 
She was still deep in thought when they arrived at Station 13. At first, she thought it was an exceptionally pale moon, but as they approached, the separations in the struts became obvious and the rotating core displayed the work of mechanics, not simply gravity.
From an engineering standpoint, it was impressive, and as they approached it, she realized it was far larger than she gave it credit for. Worvin’s piloting was exceptional, and he took them past the outer layer and into the rotating core.
Inside the station, Nat waited until Worvin nodded to her before she got up and grabbed her bags out of the storage lockers.
The light panel above the exterior hatch went from soft grey to bright blue. Worvin hit the keypad on one side of the exit and the lock whirled.
Worvin explained. “This is a science vessel used to transport experiments. No one can get in or out without a code.”
“The shuttle or the station?”
He smiled. “Yes.”
She snorted and took that to mean that he was referring to both. The door swung open, and she took steps on the first space station she had ever seen.
The air tasted funny, but there was an earthy undercurrent to it that was familiar. “Saffra flowers?”
He inclined his head. “You have keen senses.”
She snorted and followed him down the metal walkways into the station. “Not particularly. They grow by my house. I would be an idiot not to recognize the similarity.”
“We have an oxygen farm on the station. The green space uses the most benign and oxygen-producing plants we can find. Horticultural talents work to splice breeds together, but it is very rare that they can improve on nature.” Worvin was matter of fact as he took her deep into the station.
A woman with a pale body and long hair was waiting for her in an office. “Welcome, Nathaly Welling. My name is Kaylee Morgan Lacoss, and I am in control of this station.”
“Pleased to meet you, Kaylee. Thank you for sending a rescue.”
The woman waved her to the available chair. “It was no trouble. Worvin was happy to get out. Worvin, thank you for the retrieval. You can resume your normal schedule.”
Worvin paused. “I...Yes. Of course.”
He turned and left the office.
Kaylee smiled. “Congratulations. I haven’t seen Worvin that close to confrontation in a while.”
“Why congratulate me? His emotions are his own.” Nat took a seat and eyed the woman with the delicate features and the occasional flicker of transparency.
“Indeed. What a sensible way to look at it. Now, we have taken you in on a contingency basis. What can I help you achieve?”
Nat scowled. “I want to go home and free my parents. What do I need to do that?”
“Well, Miss Welling, you need to become more than you are.” Kaylee sat back. “It is as simple as that.”
With the cryptic statement between them, the director of Station 13 slid a contract over to her and smiled.
Reading over the form, Nat raised her eyebrows a moment before she put her signature and thumbprint down. Challenge accepted.
 



Chapter Three
 
 
With slow control of her breathing, Nat folded her clothing from home and slipped on the new outfit that Worvin had delivered. It was definitely different from anything that she would wear at home, but it did suit her talent.
The laces of the top would not be rattled loose or affected by the fields that her talent generated. The rings that held the skirt in place would eventually need to be reinforced, but they were solid enough for now.
Friction closures didn’t work on her, but the drawstring trousers and the lace-up tunics she normally wore wouldn’t make a good impression or prove that she was a woman in control of herself and the destinies of those around her. Becoming a Citadel Master was her only option, and she was going to do it as quickly as possible.
The boots were also laced up, and when she looked at herself in the mirror, she knew that this would make the impression that she wanted. Worvin had picked it out perfectly. The fit was amazing as well. It was like the dress was made for her.
She ran her hands down the front of the black fabric and nodded at the mirror. It was time to start the testing and then complete the training.
 
Dirven Lacoss was Kaylee’s mate, and he was handling the actual application of the monitors.
“The lab is suspended, so nothing you do here will affect the station in any way. You are able to use you talent without fear.” His handsome feline features shifted in a smile.
“Good to know. What do you want me to do first?”
He held up a beaker with blue and clear liquid in it. “Mix this.”
She cupped the beaker in her hands and used her talent to vibrate the contents wildly.
The beaker was hot pink in seconds.
“Can you ignite the contents?”
He was watching his readouts.
Nat vibrated the contents until a flame shot out the top.
“Stop the heat.”
She cooled the beaker and jumped when the glass split and the block of ice was sitting on shards in her palms.
“Oh, dear. Let me just get that for you.” Dirven put on gloves and quickly removed the block, setting it aside in a container before he worked on the broken glass in her palms.
She only had two small cuts that were easily sealed with a spray.
Nat looked up and smiled. “What is next?”
“Next, we put you in that harness and see how much you can shiver and shake.” Kaylee answered her, drifting in through the wall.
“You...”
“Molecular alignment is my speciality, and by extension, Dirven’s.” Kaylee grinned.
Dirven smiled. “Kaylee ran afoul of her own experiments and now drifts through walls at will. She is confined to the station, so I stay here with her. In Alliance parlance, she is known as Haunt of the Sector Guard.”
Kaylee took charge of the session, but Dirven had to do the physical organization.
Nat just had to provide the actual power.
She stood on the plate in the center of the room and shook it as hard as she could. The suspension creaked as she rocked it while standing still. The effect increased dramatically when she gripped a connection to the plate in the floor. The rod transferred the power efficiently, and the violence was apparent.
Kaylee called a halt and looked at her with narrowed eyes. “Do you require contact with the object to shake it?”
“Usually. I have only worked at a distance twice in my life. Neither time was particularly successful.”
“Then, that is what you will work on.” Kaylee grinned and bossed her husband into arranging an elastic ball filled with gel. The ball had sensors on it and was placed off the grid that Nat was standing on.
Dirven explained it to her. “She wants you to vibrate the gel while not moving your platform or body.”
“I will try.”
Three tries later, Nat was sweating as she tried to still herself while shaking the gel. When the small quiver was detected in the gel, she got excited.
Worvin came in and inclined his head. “Apologies, but she has not eaten in eleven hours. You are not getting the proper readouts and desired results because she isn’t able to focus.”
Nat blinked at him through sweaty bangs. “You are keeping track of what I eat?”
“The food stores are part of my domain, and you have made no requests. You need a meal, rest and a change of clothing.” Worvin stood in his dark uniform and crossed his arms.
Dirven looked surprise; Kaylee was amused. “Fine. Take her and feed her. Show her the gardens while you are at it. I think she will enjoy the feel of something akin to a world around her.”
Nat staggered off the platform and inclined her head. “Can I return here and practice when I have rested?”
Dirven nodded. “Of course. I will leave a number of gel sacks staged around the lab. Would you take the monitors off?”
He had put them on himself, but she nodded and peeled the monitor tabs off. “Can you leave a set here for when I return?”
He smiled. “And a schematic of where they go. Go and eat. You have gone from golden to chalky. It is no wonder that your control suffered.”
Nat smiled and peeled off the final tab. “Well, Worvin, I am all yours.”
He paused and nodded curtly. “Please come this way.”
“A charming invitation. Thank you.” Her skirt swayed as she walked across the decking of the suspension platform.
To his surprise, she took his arm. The station didn’t feel right under her feet, but she didn’t tell him that. He simply shut up and led her to the commissary where a number of other beings were getting meals and others were simply sitting around and talking.
“I have put the food compatibilities into the system, so scan your wrist here and the foods you can eat will have a purple glow to them. Well, the trays will.”
It seemed non-invasive, so she scanned her wrist, and it happened as he said, right down to the beverages. Purple lit them up, and she went through and made her selections. The food wouldn’t taste right, but as long as she could digest it, she was ahead of the game.
Worvin sat across from her with his own meal and cup of caf.
“Your clothing looks like it fits.” He smiled.
“Yes, thank you. The fit is perfect. Is it your doing?”
“My eyes have a special orientation assessment skill that I don’t understand, but I can look at anything and know what fits.”
Nat nodded and tried not to laugh at the thoughts that ran through her mind with that comment.
She slowly made her way through her meal and was surprised at the appeal of several of the items. She mentally made notes of which foods she preferred and which her mother would rather see her eating.
“For example, I can tell that you will not be able to eat all that.” He quirked his lips and sipped at his caf.
She blinked and eyed her plate. “Is that a challenge?”
“No. It is an observation. Unless you have an exceptionally fast metabolism, you will not be able to clear all that food. You need to accept your limits.”
Nat smiled at him, it was a slow, dangerous smile. “I know my limits. I am here to push them.”
 
He stared at her plate ten minutes later, and she smirked, wiping her lips on a napkin.
“I know my limits. I do, in fact, have a fast metabolism. My peristaltic contractions are at three times the normal rate. My father guessed that it linked to my talent.”
She suddenly yawned and tried to keep her eyes open.
Worvin got to his feet and helped her to hers. “Come on. You need rest. Back to your quarters.”
“Don’t I get to see the flowers?”
He grimaced. “Fine. A detour through the oxygen farm. Then back to your rooms.”
She smiled brightly and hung onto his arm as he led her through the station and to the scent of dirt and greenery.
“I thought there would be humidity.”
“It is a garden, not a jungle. We keep the humidity to the minimum that the plants require to function. The rest of the humidity is collected and recycled in our water systems.” He smiled.
“Where are the flowers I smelled earlier?”
He led her through a variety of plants, and she finally saw the blossoms that were so familiar. The bank of blooms was three feet thick and fifteen feet long. Their scent swelled and cascaded, refreshing all the musty odours that came with the large amount of soil and loam.
Nathaly stroked her hand along the blossoms and inhaled their scent past her lungs and into her soul. “Okay. I am ready to rest now.”
Worvin looked at her curiously. “Why now?”
“For every day of my life I have passed those blossoms on my way home. Today was the first time I have tried to relax and rest away from home. If I am to function here on the station, I need to find things to help me de-stress. This was one of those things.”
They returned to their slow walk back to her quarters.
“I understand that you are trying to make yourself at home, but remember, this is not your home and you have a job to do.”
“I won’t forget it. My family depends on it, but I need to be able to function at full capacity to make it through the testing phase. For that, I need peace of mind and an ability to fool my ingrained habits into thinking I am still somewhere safe. Do you understand that?”
He tensed at the tightness of her tone. “I do. Apologies. I am used to working with Guardsmen who are eager to get into battle.”
“I just want to get my life back and my parents to safety, whatever it takes.”
“Right. Well, you have made excellent progress today. Get some rest, and tomorrow, you will be able to manage that last test.”
Nat swayed a little. “I hope so. It was trickier than it seemed.”
She staggered a moment before she struck the door of her quarters. “I think sleep is next on the agenda.”
He frowned. “When was the last time you slept?”
He helped her through the door and into the small but well-appointed room.
“I woke up the day I had to run. I don’t think I have slept since.” She quirked her lips and crashed on the bed.
“Do you want me to help you remove your clothing?”
She flapped one hand and sighed when her door closed, leaving her in silence.
She was going to do this. She was going to do here what she couldn’t do at home, and then, she was going to go home and rattle the capitol until the building crumbled and all that was left was her parents.
She felt the smile on her lips as she drifted away.
 



Chapter Four
 
 
Nathaly got up, showered and blinked at the boxes of clothing that hadn’t been there the day before.
The clean clothing matched the outfit from the day before, and she did a quick twirl before heading for the door. A quick breakfast and then back to the lab.
When she opened the door, she paused at the sight of Worvin waiting across the hall.
He straightened. “Good morning, Nathaly.”
“Good morning, Worvin. Breakfast?”
He smiled brightly and offered his arm.
She took it, and he walked with her through the quiet halls and into the commissary.
“Were you waiting long?”
“An hour, but there is nothing else going on at this time for me to attend to, so I used the time for personal meditation.”
She smiled and parted from him, scanning her wrist and waiting for her food options to be illuminated. When she had her set glowing bright, she took a tray and worked her way through what appeared as breakfast items and others that looked like pot roast. Little bits of everything went onto her tray, including a cup of caf and another of mint tea.
She settled across from Worvin who had been able to make his way through with much greater speed.
Aside from some maintenance personnel, there was no one but them and the cooks in the commissary.
“How early is this?”
“The equivalent of four in the morning. I don’t sleep much. The light behind my eyes keeps me awake many nights.” He smiled.
“So, the light is part of you?”
“It comes out through my eyes, and it is definitely a particle wave when it does. Not everyone has dealt with me calmly and directly when they learn I can see through their clothing.”
“And by that extension, their skin can be seen through as well.”
He smiled and his pale skin shifted to a darker shade. “You caught on to that?”
“Yes. It was how sure you were that I wasn’t carrying any concealed weapons that tipped me off. You had to have been able to assess it or you wouldn’t have just tucked me into the seat next to you.” She sighed and rubbed the back of her neck. “I may be young but I am not stupid.”
Worvin inclined his head. “I never thought that you were stupid. How young are you?”
She wrinkled her nose. “Twenty-three and still living at home.”
“Ah. So, fairly young.”
She finished her meal and gave him an assessing glare. “How old are you?”
“Thirty-six. I have been working with the Sector Guard in one capacity or another for the last five years.”
“You haven’t been on active duty in all that time?”
“Guardsmen go out in pairs. I have never had a partner, and my talent is best used alongside someone else.” He shrugged and sipped at his caf.
“Ah. So, do you want to have a post on another world?” She swallowed her tea and grimaced at the heat.
“I want to use my talent when it is necessary and protect those who need it. To do that, I need to be part of a team or at least a partnership. That does not seem likely, so I will remain as the quartermaster of this station as long as they will have me.” He shrugged and put his empty cup on his tray.
“So, why are you spending time with me?” Nat raised her brows.
He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I wish I knew. I just can’t stay away.”
She stared at him and cocked her head. “I think I know what you mean.”
He had featured heavily in her dreams, always at her side. It had felt comfortable to have him there, to have someone with her that she could trust. Of course, that was just in her imagination. It wasn’t real.
Sighing, she got to her feet and picked up her tray. “Off to the lab to continue my work.”
“They won’t be there yet. Are you sure you want to go alone?”
When they had turned in their trays, she took his arm. “I am not alone. Do you have to go on shift just yet?”
He blinked and smiled. “I suppose I don’t. I am not on duty for another two hours.”
They walked through the halls and entered the lab.
“Are you sure you want to do this without Dirven or Kaylee here?”
“The faster I can get through this training, the sooner I can return home. I need to get my parents out of their arrest and back to their homes.”
“What do you mean, their homes? Don’t they live together?”
“Of course not. My mother is my father’s mistress. She has been since before I was born.” Nat put the monitors on her skin where they had been the day before. “I suppose that is how I was born.”
She chuckled and applied all the small pads before turning on the computer to watch her performance.
With care, she stepped onto the platform that quivered with every step. Her focus was precise and she centered herself, looking toward the gel in the beaker.
“So, they are not mated?”
“They are mates, but they are not officially mated by our laws. I bear my mother’s family name and there is nothing to connect me to my father except my eyes.” She smiled and extended her hand, trying to move the contents of the beaker from a distance.
“You are fine with that?”
“It is my life. I can’t change it and it kept me safe, until now.” She focused and crooked her fingers, trying to tickle the solution into movement from twenty feet away.
The beaker began to register movement, but so did the platform. Nat exhaled and closed her eyes for a moment. “What about your family? How were you raised?”
“I am the third of four children and the only male. I grew up knowing that my skills could be useful; I was quite the babysitter. With every new niece or nephew, I honed my skills at dealing with children who could be hypnotized to sleep.”
Nat opened one eye. “That is cheating.”
He grinned. “My sisters did not complain. All they wanted was a quiet night now and then.”
“So, you can hypnotize? I thought you just had bright eyes.”
“I can induce a strobe effect that allows me to control the waking state. I literally made the children sleepy and happy to be in bed.”
She chuckled and looked at the beaker. It was quivering in place and rocking violently. “What does the computer say?”
Worvin grinned. “It says that you are bringing on the movement without moving yourself. Well done, Nathaly.”
She focused on the amused feeling and sent the signal through to the other beakers around the room. It was amusement that let her work the separated effect.
“You are doing it!”
She laughed and the beakers shattered, the gels were suspended above their stations and still quivering wildly.
She coaxed them high into towers of shuddering blue and concentrated on what she was doing with the air pressure and the substance itself.
When Kaylee floated through the floor in front of her, Nat’s control wobbled, but she held it until she could slowly let the gels relax on their shattered bases.
Nat looked up and she smiled. “Good morning, Kaylee.”
“Morning, Nathaly. Morning, Worvin. You two are up early.”
Nat relaxed, and she squatted on her lightly balanced platform. “It sort of just happened.”
Worvin came to the edge of her perch. “Are you all right?”
She looked up and nodded. “Yes. Just fine. Resting in between jobs. I get the feeling that Kaylee has something else planned for today.”
“Oh, you might be a precog. I do indeed have one more thing planned.” Kaylee settled on the platform and became solid.
Worvin frowned. “She was exhausted from her first experiment.”
“Worvin, you know as well as I do that there is no picking the times that we are called to duty. If she is tired, she will still need control, and it is better to use the skills you need when your mind is tired. It keeps you able to do what is necessary.” Kaylee smiled.
Worvin scowled. His wrist unit chirped and there was a light snarl in his expression.
Kaylee sighed. “You can stay to supervise, but she is going into the blast dome for this one, so there won’t be much to see.”
Nathaly stood up straight. “Blast dome?”
Worvin looked around. “That doesn’t sound like a good idea.”
“Don’t look for Dirven to override this order. He and I discussed it last night. He knows all about it.” Kaylee chuckled. “This way, Nathaly. I will explain what I think you can do with a drop of water.”
Nat smiled at Worvin and patted him on the arm. “It will be fine. I am sure that Kaylee wouldn’t put the station in jeopardy.”
He raised his eyebrows and nodded at her logic. “Fair enough. I will attend to what I need to work on and then get back here as soon as I can.”
She chuckled and nodded. “Work first. Staring at me behind glass comes second.”
Kaylee grinned and showed her the way along a series of suspended walkways and to a globe that was near the outer wall of the station, briefing her the entire way. The narrow walkway was designed for one person only.
Kaylee handed her the vial and nodded. “So, you think you can do this?”
“I think so. The worst thing that happens is that I get wet.”
“Good attitude. Your parents are still confined, but they are alive and well. You don’t need to worry about them today.”
Nathaly sighed. “That does help. Now, off to play with water. Do excuse me.”
Nat headed along the narrow walk and into the sphere. She sealed the only exit behind her and took the vial to the center of the room.
The idea behind what Kaylee wanted her to do was ludicrous but plausible. If Nat could separate the water into hydrogen and oxygen, that would be one thing, but if she could vibrate it into ignition, she would have a weapon that was readily available nearly everywhere, including living beings.
That last idea freaked her out a little, but she put a drop of water in her palm and started to work with it.
The first drop absorbed into her skin before she could do what she wanted, but when she got the second drop on the floor to work with her, she coalesced the gas in her palm and worked them into a frenzy that made her jump with a squeal when they exploded.
Her ears rang, and she laughed uncontrollably. With an urge to see if she could do it again, she poured another tiny drop on the ground and repeated her work. She shook the water into allowing the heat to separate the molecules, and once they were viable chemicals, she shook them until they blew.
The sharp bark of the explosion made her jump, but with two successful attempts, she was ready for lunch.
She capped the vial and made her way out of the sphere. “Well, that is that.”
Kaylee grinned. “You still need practice but congratulations, Master Nathaly Welling. A few signatures and you will be a master of the Citadel.”
“After the signatures, can I eat?”
Kaylee chuckled. “Yes. Yes, you can.”
Nat followed Kaylee to her office, and she filed her official registration with the Citadel as a Master in good standing. The Sector Guard absorbed her training fees, and she was ready to formulate a plan for her return home.
 



Chapter Five
 
 
The plan of attack, as described by Dirven and Kaylee, was not to attack. The key was to reactivate the outpost, which was not a useable option. It was also to rebuild it using a kit that Worvin had been dying to use.
They sat around the table and looked at a map of the Miikor capitol and the surrounding area.
Worvin pointed at the outpost two miles from Nat’s home. “That is where I landed.”
Kaylee grinned, and she would have flashed fangs if she could. “Good. We own that area. In the old days, planets like Miikor would give the Alliance rights to a specific patch of soil for a protective outpost to be manned in times of crisis. We still own it, and I think that Miikor needs a Citadel.”
Dirven nodded. “Agreed. Worvin has the structure pack. Will you travel with her to set it up?”
Worvin sat up. “Really? You know it requires maintenance.”
“And you will need to requisition supplies. Who better to start a new Citadel than our finest quartermaster?” Dirven clapped him on the shoulder.
Nat blinked. “Wait, what?”
Kaylee chuckled. “We are starting a new Citadel on Miikor, and we have the proof of ownership of the property. They can’t deny us or threaten us.”
Dirven asked, “Are there other talents on Miikor?”
Nat shrugged. “I have heard of a few. If they have somewhere to go, they will come just to feel like they belong. Miikor is pretty peaceful, but if someone doesn’t act, that is going to change soon.”
Dirven pitched in, “Change is good for most worlds.”
Nat took in a calming breath before exhaling. “Yes, but not when they are on the verge of having their government take over all their citizens. This is not good. We need to stop it.”
Those around the table stared at her.
Kaylee cleared her throat. “What if it is the will of the people?”
“We live in an oligarchy. There is no will of the people. There is the ruling class and everyone else.” Nat sighed.
Dirven smiled. “Which is how we were able to gain the control over those few acres. They were an offer from a previous regime.”
Nathaly watched the schematic grow in front of her, the digital display rooted a Citadel and it spiralled upward.
“How does that work?”
“Avari nanites. They use the local materials to build a predetermined design, and then, they simply become part of the self-healing structure.”
Nat cocked her head. “So, it grows a building?”
Worvin smiled. “It does. I have only seen it used once, but it was very impressive.”
Kaylee grinned. “Now, we just have to finish fitting you with appropriate clothing. Your dress is great, but you need the robes of a Citadel head.”
Worvin smiled. “I have made the arrangements, and the robes should have finished with their generation by now.”
“Just like that?” Nat was surprised at how fast things were moving.
Kaylee put her hand on Nat’s shoulder. “We started things in motion when Lupik sent the first message for help. The Citadel is wanting to seed as many planets with outposts as they can. Even if you don’t have enough experience to train them, you keep them safe and summon the training that they need.”
Worvin nodded. “We have all the monitors and terminals we need; the design of the tower is full of them. All we need is a basic connection and a link to a relay and we will be in full communication. It should only be a few days without links to the Alliance, but we can manage it if you are willing to keep us safe.”
She stood straight. “If I am given a code name so my parents aren’t in danger, yes.”
Dirven smiled. “Shiver. It is a solid name and only hints at what you can actually do. Strobe will be with you.”
Nat made a face. “I am not a fan of the name Strobe. I think Bright would suit him better.”
Worvin smiled slowly. “I wouldn’t mind a change. Being Strobe has not brought me luck, so perhaps Bright would be a better choice for my future.”
Kaylee shrugged. “Bright it is then. Shiver and Bright will be the administration of the new Citadel Miikor until the building is up and more instructors can be brought in.”
Dirven nodded. “So, Nathaly, are you sure of how you are going in?”
She inclined her head. “We are there to reclaim what belongs to the Alliance. We will have the treaties, the witness statements and the declarations of the rest of the planets in the system that an outpost once was stationed on Miikor.”
Worvin smiled. “We are merely reclaiming the outpost and building a new base. Once it is built, we will transfer the ownership to the Citadel.”
Kaylee nodded. “And as the Citadel works with the local classes, you can demand representatives from the government and the local population for your liaisons. That is how you will get your parents out of their situation, Nathaly.”
Nat nodded and smiled. “Do we really think this will work?”
Dirven chuckled. “She has had stranger ideas that were harder to execute. Just remember that as a member of the Citadel, Shiver can use her talent to defend herself at any time.”
“It will seem strange to use it on Miikor. I am not sure that I am ready for it. I have spent my life not drawing attention to myself.”
Dirven nodded. “That is over. You are going to stand with head high and order your people around.”
“So, no one will notice who I am if I call attention to myself?”
Kaylee tried to smack her on the shoulder but her arm went right through Nathaly’s body. “That is the spirit. No one realizes I am just a researcher with her head up her own butt most of the time because I can walk through walls. It is a fair trade.”
Dirven sighed. “Go and rest, Kaylee. I will manage the rest of this. The shuttle is already loaded.”
Kaylee kissed him, or that is what it looked like as she passed through him face to face and Dirven shivered.
When Dirven collected himself, he raised his eyebrows and looked at the map as if seeing it again for the first time. “Right. So...”
They went through the briefing a second time, and when everyone knew what was planned, Nathaly and Worvin were dismissed to retrieve her Citadel robes and board the ship.
 
Worvin managed the controls and Nathaly sat stiffly in the seat next to him. “Are you nervous?”
“Yes. I don’t know what I thought would happen, but this wasn’t it.”
He chuckled. “Life rarely turns out the way you expect it. Hope for the best, prepare for the worst. That is my motto.”
“I had no frame of reference to prepare for this.”
“No, but you are adapting wonderfully.”
She looked over at him, and he glanced back at her and smiled.
“You really think I can do this?”
Worvin nodded. “I know you can. Your parents raised you with as much unity and education as they could manage. That much love carries an obligation to do the best you can with whatever situation you find yourself in. They prepared you for greatness, now take it.”
Nathaly blinked at the firm tone in his voice. “Um. All right. I will do what I can.”
“Good. Lady Lupik is breaking the news of the treaty to the government, and I am preparing to meet with resistance when we drop through the atmosphere.”
“Right. What should I do?”
“Have a meal and take a nap. We will arrive in two hours and you might want to be as fresh as you can.”
She nodded. “Can I get you anything?”
“Some caf. I have to remain here to monitor the chatter on their com systems.”
Nat got to her feet and moved through the shuttle with her robes swaying heavily around her. The fabric was lightweight but had a solid feel. Worvin had told her it was armoured, but she didn’t want to test it. It also hid her obvious similarities to the Miikor. The mask across her eyes and down her cheeks was comfortable but would take getting used to.
She was swathed and hidden. Nathaly Welling was gone and Shiver was standing where she had been.
A nap was impossible, so she grabbed a snack bar and two cups of caf, returning to the cockpit and her seat next to Bright.
She kept her breathing calm as her world filled the forward screen. They were taking direct action. They were going to begin the construction of the Citadel before meeting with the local government.
It was a bold move and probably a stupid one, but it was the best way to get them into position so that the chancellor could not remove them.
When they entered the atmosphere, she held her breath and Worvin’s eyes glowed bright. It was time to make their move, and it was going to be a big one.
 
The aircraft that flanked them through the atmosphere had peeled off when they were over their official grounds.
The moment they were down, Shiver got up, headed to the hold and grabbed the unit containing the pop-up Citadel.
By vibrating the unit, she could drag it onto the bedrock half a kilometer from the ship. She dropped the unit to one side with the very large button facing upward. A quick glance showed that Bright was waiting next to the ship, so she pressed the button, waited for the light to begin its count down and she ran for it.
Bright caught her in his arms as they waited for the thirty seconds to elapse. The light grew more intense and flared as the unit sent a beacon skyward and a matching anchor into the rock under it.
“I can’t believe that we are growing a Citadel.” She stood with her arms around him, and he didn’t seem to mind.
“Keep watching, it is starting.” His arm around her back moved in a soothing motion.
She smiled. Hugging him had been an impulse, but continuing the embrace was taking a lot of nerve. His hand on her back told her that the contact was not unwanted.
With her family structure the way it was, she had no prospects as far as gentlemen were concerned. Bright was smart, handsome and had a flare for keeping track of her that she was beginning to appreciate.
As she watched, the nanites did their job and the tower spiralled upward. “Oh, my.”
They sat and watched as hours passed and the stone beneath the new base was turned into the extruded grid of the towers and eventually thin but tough films of windows.
“Wow. I didn’t think it would actually work.” Shiver chuckled and watched the outbuildings rise from the ground in a spiralling wave.
Bright smiled. “Frankly, neither did I. I had heard of the Teklan experiment, but the Avari’s technology is so powerful, it is nearly mythological. That they are willing to part with any of it is entirely due to the new Alliance Ambassador. She has married one of their elders, and now, as long as the tech disables itself after its programmed duty, they are willing to sell us instant bases.”
“I am not going to ask what she does to get that agreement.”
He chuckled. “Neither am I, but I am guessing she does it very well.”
A chime rang out, and Shiver moved out of the very comfortable embrace, returning to the shuttle and grabbing rolls of endless, fine cable.
Bright followed her and carried his own burden. The spindles projected from the front of the building, and when the cable was threaded in place, they activated the sensors and the spools began to unravel.
Wires moved into the structure and were connected to each floor, each room and each terminal.
The Avari had been very precise with their instructions for building the structure. The plumbing was worked out via a complex ground water and filtration system. The gardens growing behind the tower would use up the water after the tower had its way with it.
After another hour of watching, Bright brought out meals for them as the sun went down.
He smiled. “So, when do you think the Miikor will arrive?”
“They are ten minutes out. I can feel their vehicles. The local area is too rocky for most aircraft. The vertical takeoff is a necessity.” Shiver ate her sandwich and sipped her soup from a cup.
“You can feel them coming?”
“Of course. I don’t just cause the tremors, I can feel them. I can tell how many, what sort of vehicles and how fast. I also know all the roads around here. They are now nine minutes out.”
“Then, finish up and we will get ready to entertain.” Bright’s shoulders straightened and his eyes gleamed. He wanted the welcoming committee to know that they were not dealing with locals. The glowing eyes were a pretty good clue.
 



Chapter Six
 
 
Shiver stood next to her partner with the glowing Citadel still sprouting behind them.
Military police were next to the chancellor himself. He walked toward them, and to Shiver’s shock, he extended his hand.
She had pulled on the gloves that completed her clothing, and it was when she lifted her hand to his that he saw that she was completely covered. The flicker of expression made her suspicious, and as she shook his hand and introduced herself, she felt something crunch against her palm.
The light waft of krisk sap made her chuckle. “Chancellor, I am so happy to meet you at long last.”
She gripped his hand in both of hers and gave a sharp twist. The chancellor winced.
“Shiver; what an interesting name.”
She rattled his body with her talent and smiled tightly. “Not as interesting as chancellor, but it helps me find my locker.”
He pulled back and she smelled blood. She had pierced his skin, and the shaking would move the sap through his system faster than he counted on.
“This is my partner, Bright. We are the Citadel advance team.”
The chancellor blinked. “Right. About that. The outpost property reverted to the Miikor government four years ago.”
“I am afraid that it didn’t. Reversion was not in the original contract. This piece of rocky territory was handed over as unusable and unstrategic. There are warships two systems over that can enforce our claim if need be.”
The chancellor’s pupils dilated.
Shiver smiled politely. “Now, why don’t you want us here?”
“You are a threat to my position.”
She didn’t grin. The krisk sap worked as a truth agent. It simply convinced the infected person that they had no reason to lie. Everything they said was golden.
The guards looked at each other but didn’t speak.
“Why am I a threat to your position?”
“The locals are fools. The government has managed to keep them pacified, but charismatic individuals make them look elsewhere for leadership.”
Shiver nodded wisely. “We will help you. We will take two of yours in an effort to ease your burden. They will join the Citadel and offer assistance to members of the population with talents. Your support will make you look wise and benevolent.”
“Miikor are not born with talents.” He scoffed but his eyes were unsure.
“Of course they are. My research has shown me nine different talents in this very province. If they wish training, we want to offer it to them. Imagine being able to control the weather, put out forest fires, have disaster personnel who can dig through rock. They can and will be a boon to Miikor.”
“How do you know this?”
She smiled tightly. “I have done my research.”
He swayed slightly. “Who do you want?”
“I want Vice Chancellor Altair Newshot to resign his position and come here as an assistant coordinator to liaise with the locals. I also want a local cook for the Citadel.”
He blinked. “You want him out of the government?”
“He is a solid personality who can be moved here with no power to sway your people.”
“Why him?”
“Because he has been in the news, and you don’t need him. You can simply declare this an ambassadorial post and move him from one position to another.”
The chancellor beamed and swayed. “Come to the capitol tomorrow. You can bring him back here with you.”
She inclined her head. “It was good to meet you, Chancellor. Have a good evening.”
He nodded, turned on his heel and pitched into the side of one of his guards.
Bright came up to her side, and he took her right hand in his. “What was that sweet smell?”
“Krisk sap. It acts to reduce inhibitions. Thanks for reminding me about the gloves, without the armour, he would have gotten me with the sap and I would have babbled like an idiot.”
“Does it wash off?”
She chuckled. “Yes, it does. Based on the timeline given, the Citadel should be complete by the time dawn rolls around?”
“Correct.”
“Then, I think we should get to sleep so that we can move in at dawn. I call the top bunk!”
He chuckled, and they made their way back inside the shuttle with her hand held out in front of her. She headed for the lav and scrubbed off the sap.
“It was good that you recognized the scent.”
She smiled and dried her hand. “I ran into a krisk bush when I was a teenager and ended up ostracized for several months when everything I thought came out of my mouth for two days straight. I know the smell and the effect.”
She pulled off the gloves, mask and shrugged out of the robes. Shiver stretched and checked the local vicinity. They were alone.
She pulled her boots off and crawled up and onto the top bunk in the sleeping chamber. The higher position and suspension let her feel anything coming close. She was going to sleep on alert.
“Good night, Bright.”
“Good night, Shiver.” He chuckled and settled in the lower bunk.
She watched as he closed his eyes. The light that he was still emitting shut off when his lids shut.
Her smile was still on her lips when she dozed off herself. She was home.
 
The predawn hum woke her, and she slipped out of bed, walking to the door and opening it as quietly as she could.
Dark lights were her friends. She stepped out and the small insects swarmed around her, touching her skin and skittering away happily. Nathaly had been twelve when she noticed that the insects were attracted to her aura, and many early mornings were spent in the garden with the dark lights visiting her.
“Hello, friends. It has only been a few days, but I missed you.”
The light sparks flowed in waves around her and led the way to the Citadel. The light glowed, and she followed the dark lights to the arched doorways and high walls around the delicate and intimidating structures.
She didn’t touch anything. She walked through the courtyard and up to the path that led into the primary tower.
It was perfect. It had the design of something important, something that would mark a change on Miikor.
Unable to resist, she headed out back to where the gardens would be. The raw earth was enclosed just as the buildings were. Her mother was going to have so much fun here; all that Nathaly had to do was get her out of confinement.
The chancellor would remember everything that was said the night before. The sap didn’t delete memory. Worvin had helped her come up with a plan of attack on their flight in. All she needed to do was to get her parents to sign a Citadel contract and the chancellor would have no recourse. He would have to hand over any citizen to the Citadel whose talents qualified them for Citadel service. Fortunately, Lord Newshot and his mistress both had minor talents. Rema was a sporadic seer, and Newshot had a strain of empathy that made him a very good politician and a great dad.
She felt the footfalls before she saw Worvin.
“Good morning, Worvin.”
“I thought we were coming here together.” He rubbed at his eyes, illuminating the area.
“The dark lights called me. I had to come.” She held out her hand and a ball of light tumbled into the field she emitted before it cascaded out in more waves.
“What are they?”
“Insects attracted by geomagnetic energy.” She smiled.
“Can we go to the door and power up the Citadel?” He watched the small creatures play in the light beams of his eyes.
She took the arm he offered her. “Of course, partner.”
They headed to the front gateway of the Citadel, and each of them took up a position on either side of the door. They pressed bare palms against the glowing stones on the sides of gate, and a hum took over the building. The power supplies came online and the Citadel came to life.
The doors slowly closed with a thud as dawn brightened the world around them.
Nathaly looked over. “What do we do now?”
“Breakfast?”
She chuckled, and they returned to the shuttle while the Citadel finished getting ready for guests.
Over breakfast, she asked, “I thought we would have to run wiring.”
“We would have, but this design accounted for it, we just loaded the spools. The power systems are a light-transfer design, and I have to admire the beauty of it.”
She laughed at him. “Obsessed by light?”
“Something like that. I am glad it is completed. The first supply drops are going to begin in a few days. Having a place to put the stores is an excellent start.” He rubbed his hands together.
Nathaly sighed, and when the dishes were put away, she gave him the directions to the capitol and suited up. The mask, gloves and robes were going to get her what she wanted. The two tablets secreted in her robes would protect the ones she loved.
Worvin just had to get her there.
He pulled on his own gloves, but the dark cut of his armoured suit was imposing enough. Bright had a grim look to him, and it suited him, the blue of his eyes and hair would otherwise have given him a more frivolous look. Only black or grey was appropriate for Bright’s uniform.
Nathaly held onto the grips on the wall as they approached the capitol, and as they landed, she muttered, “Show time. I hope this works.”
“It will. Head high and remember that you are Shiver.”
He stood and she gave him a quick kiss. “For luck. My luck.”
He blinked rapidly, and for the first time, she felt his name of Strobe might have been earned.
Chuckling, she headed for the hatch and opened the door, stepping out into the square and heading for the grand assembly hall where the chancellor had his offices.
Political prisoners were held under the stone that she was walking on.
Lady Lupik was waiting for them. Bright introduced them.
“Lady Lupik, this is Shiver, my partner and the administrator of Citadel Miikor.”
Shiver extended her hand to shake her godmother’s own. “You may recall my partner, but he has altered his name to Bright to suit his personality.”
“Shiver. I can’t tell you how happy I am that you were able to get here so quickly.”
“Nothing could have stopped me once I grasped the situation. Can you visit Rema Welling?”
Lady Lupik ran a hand over her feathers, and to Shiver’s surprise, she recognized something her mind had been blurring. Bright was the same or a diluted version of Lupik’s species. The pearly skin and the feathers were a dead giveaway.
No wonder she had been so comfortable with him from the moment they met.
“I can get in.”
“Good. Take this and get her to sign it. Tell the guards that it is a statement that her daughter was not involved in her actions. She must sign it. Are we clear?”
Lupik nodded. “We are clear, Shiver.”
“Good. Go. I have to go bully the chancellor.” She winked and headed up the stairs with Bright at her side. She hoped that she managed to keep her mind calm. This could go downhill very quickly.
 



Chapter Seven
 
 
The chancellor had a pugnacious expression on his face. “You are early.”
Shiver straightened her back and inclined her head. “We did not set a time, as you are well aware.”
“Last night is a blur.”
“The krisk sap you tried to dose me with does not interfere with memory. Simply hand over the vice chancellor and we will leave.”
“What about his mistress?” The chancellor looked at her with narrowed eyes.
“What about her? She was not part of our arrangement. You promised me a man with charisma and who is liked by those around him. Deliver the vice chancellor and issue a statement that he is being transferred as ambassador to the Citadel. You get rid of him, and I get a useful employee.”
The chancellor leaned back. “Take off your mask.”
Bright moved forward. “You dare?”
Shiver put her hand on her partner’s shoulder.
“Why are you trying to get out of our agreement after you attempted to drug me last night?”
He snorted. “You have no proof.”
She lifted her hand and tapped the ornate fixture on one side of her robes. “This records all interviews, conversations and that little stunt you pulled. If I am in uniform, and this is a uniform, I am recording and sending information through a relay link.”
He shifted and cleared his throat. She remained calm, but his chair began to rattle.
“What is it; what is going on?” He clutched at his desk, and it began to shake.
“I want what was promised to me. I do not ask for more. Bring me the vice chancellor.”
Books against the wall tumbled from their shelves, and she and Bright remained standing as the chancellor’s office shook itself into disarray.
She wanted to pull a knife and slit the greedy idiot’s throat, but she rattled him until he surrendered.
“Fine.” He bent and hit the button on the intercom. “Bring me the vice chancellor. Now.”
Shiver turned down the vibrations, but she kept everything rumbling under him.
Bright moved in next to her and supported her with his presence.
When her father was dragged in, she kept her face stony. She walked up to him and took out the data pad. “Sign this, Lord Altair Newshot, and become the ambassador to the Citadel Miikor.”
He scowled. “I am not going to sign.”
“Your daughter wanted me to make sure that you sign this. You can miss this birthday, too, if it makes a difference.”
He looked at her and quickly signed.
The chancellor blinked. “What was that?”
“What has passed between my employee and myself is none of your business.”
“He is still a citizen of Miikor.”
She held up the tablet. “Not according to this. According to this, he is a talent of the Citadel and answerable only to me. Let’s go, Lord Newshot.”
She grabbed one side and Bright the other. They hauled him out of the offices and down the hair.
“My daughter, is she safe?”
“She is afraid she is going to trip on the steps if you don’t pick up your feet. Now, I have to get Rema. By the way, you have diplomatic immunity on Miikor now. Just thought you would like to know. Hang on to this tablet. I have to go to the women’s holding center.”
When they reached the base of the steps, she turned to Bright. “Get him to the shuttle and lock the door. I will be there as soon as I can.”
Bright scowled. “I want to go with you.”
“Gender locks. You couldn’t come in if you tried.”
Shiver made her way through the halls and tracked the pulse of her mother’s energy; it leaked into everything around her.
The guards at the gate stared at her. “I am here to see Rema Welling.”
“You can’t. It is only family or equivalent.”
“It is a good thing that I am her daughter. Now, I want to see Rema Welling.”
One woman said, “She already has a visitor.”
“Show me.”
The guard blinked at her tone of command and led her into the holding cells with their bare walls and sparse bunks.
Lady Lupik was standing in front of the cell, clutching the tablet to her chest. She gave Shiver a smile and thumbs up.
“You are illegally detaining my employee. She has diplomatic immunity and can only be tried in an Alliance court.”
Shiver took the tablet and filed the paperwork with the court system.
“Lady Lupik, there is a shuttle waiting. Get on it.”
The lady didn’t hesitate.
Shiver turned to the guard. “I will remain here, but you will confirm that this is not a legitimate prisoner. I can and will shake this prison down and the assembly hall with it.”
She shook the guard, and the woman scampered back to the computer system.
“Who are you?” Rema stared at her between the bars of her cell.
“Really? I see you didn’t get all of the dough out of your hair.”
Rema gasped. “Is this some kind of scheme?”
“Yes and no. You are really my employee as of the moment you signed that paperwork. I think the role of gardener would suit you well.”
Rema beamed. “I think it will as well.”
The guard came back and unlocked the cell. “You are correct. She is free to go.”
Rema’s knees buckled, but Shiver gripped her arm and hauled her along. She was still wearing her dress and patches of flour were still on her. It was a reminder of the simple life that had been rocked with that one moment.
They left the detainment center and headed for the shuttle. Guards were watching with weapons drawn, but the weapons shook so violently that they couldn’t hold them.
Shiver tucked Rema inside the shuttle, sealed the door and called out. “We are good!”
The ship lifted off and headed for the Citadel.
Shiver slumped in relief as her parents clung to each other, kissing and caressing. For once in her life, she didn’t really mind.
She pried the mask off her face and exhaled. “Well, neither of you are getting anything for your birthdays. That was quite enough.”
Lupik laughed and clapped her hands over her mouth.
Altair grinned and Rema beamed.
“So, Mom, the drills worked. Lupik did her thing and kept you from being tortured, and you now have no excuse not to marry Dad if he asks you again. He can no longer hold office here on Miikor. He still owns the land and has the titles, but he can’t be in the government. He is an ambassador for the Citadel, and as such, if you wanted to take up travel, I am sure I can have you sent to any number of lovely locations for a wedding celebration.”
Rema blinked in astonishment. Altair sighed and rubbed his head against his mistress’s.
“Rema, after all these years, will you have me?”
Rema blinked and asked Nat. “Are you sure he can’t be a politician again?”
“Not on this world.”
She turned to him and tears started down her cheeks. “Yes. I will have you now.”
Nat hugged them both, winked at Lupik and took her seat next to Worvin.
She rubbed the back of her neck. “So, is every day like this in the Citadel?”
He shrugged. “How would I know, I was in the Sector Guard.”
She laughed and put her hand on his arm.
 
* * * *
 
Altair looked at his daughter and the fierce woman that now inhabited her skin. When she touched the man next to her, his instincts as a father rose for a moment.
If she was beginning a relationship with a man who was her partner in this kind of thing, he had no say in the matter. He was quite sure that his little girl would only move if she felt she was on stable ground.
He throttled back the instinct and forced himself to sit still when she kissed Bright on the cheek. She was her own woman now.
Altair looked at his daughter and remembered the fear in the chancellor’s face. If Bright was willing to take her on, Altair was going to stay out of their way; besides, he had finally managed to get a yes out of Rema. He wasn’t going to let the mother of his daughter get away again.
 



Epilogue
 
 
The first wedding at the Citadel was held at night with the dark lights flitting around the happy couple and Bright providing the light to read by.
Nathaly was officiating at the wedding of her parents, and the sixteen Citadel recruits held candles in the darkness as she spoke about the duty of love and how it affected those around them.
A wedding was not a trap but a boundary. It not only gleamed for the couple within, but it warned off those who were looking in. A devoted couple was obvious, but the wedding gave them the binding protection of law.
Rema and Altair held hands and the dark lights moved around them in a magical wreath until dawn began to tinge the sky. As the light painted the happy couple pink, the ceremony concluded and everyone congratulated them.
Nathaly kissed her parents and stepped aside to watch the dawn.
“You look sad, Nat.” Worvin stood next to her and took her hand.
“It is the end of an era, Worvin.”
He nodded. “The world is changing. More talents arrive every day and your training methods are unorthodox but still effective. I can see how things would be shaken up.”
“It isn’t that.”
“The population rising to overthrow the chancellor?”
She smiled and shook her head, “Not that either.”
“Well then, what is it?”
She looked up at him with serious eyes. “I don’t know what to do with myself. I am no longer a bastard.”
He stared at her for a moment before laughing and pulling her close for a kiss.
“Nat, you have plenty of unique sides to your personality. Your bastard status was merely one of them. Now, you are an administrator of a growing Citadel. Wrap that around you instead.”
She put her arms around his neck. “Speaking of things wrapped around me...”
Worvin smiled and kissed her while her parents tried to ignore them. It was odd that their daughter was entering a relationship at the same time that they were, but as far as Nat was concerned, that was their issue to deal with. They had teased her with their relationship for her entire life. Now, it was her turn.
 
* * * *
 
Worvin lifted Nat against him. He finally had his partner, and she was far more than he thought he needed and much more than he deserved.
 



 
 
Author’s Note
 
 
I regret that this book was so short. I just couldn’t get a handle on Shiver or Bright. So, I rescued everybody, and I will bring them back in a later book.
You have to admit that Worvin has guts to live with his partner and her family, under one roof. That takes nerve.
 
Thanks for reading,
 
Viola Grace
 
http://www.violagrace.com
viola@violagrace.com
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