
        
            
                
            
        

    Born to be powerless, Imgrace finds her true skills, not in her talent, but in her ability to bring it out in others.
 
 
On a world where everyone has a superpower and the powerless die before puberty, Imgrace is not in for a long and lustrous future. She learns at nine that she will never have a talent, and when her family pretends she never was, her life becomes a routine monitored by bots.
Being asked to help the Guardians in an experiment is one thing, finding out that she has something to offer her people is another. Imgrace is shocked.
Shadow was indifferent to the young woman who had lived her life powerless, until she kissed him. One moment turned his focus from his people to this young, frail woman who had been rejected by every means. He was about to pursue her when his commander shipped her to the Citadel, and then, he had to wait.
Training at the Citadel is surreal, and finding out that she isn’t what she thought shocks her to her core but fills her with purpose. She left a void, but she is returning a Guardian.
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Chapter One
 
 
“I am sorry, Mr. and Mrs. Kelart. Imgrace has no talent. She has no physical effect, no psychic ability and no incidental skills that can be detected. She is simply a void.” The doctor gave his assessment in a cold tone.
Imgrace sat and watched her parents as they argued that something must have been overlooked.
At nine years of age, she knew that she was not in possession of one of the talents that were given to one hundred percent of the population of Jremat. Her self-awareness was her only talent, but it wasn’t a talent, it was a survival mechanism.
When everyone in the schoolyard had enough power to destroy her, she had to be on her toes and around the corner before they could focus their energy.
School, busses and other public transport all were equipped with dampeners, but playtime was dangerous for someone like Imgrace.
She looked at the doctor when her mother whispered, “What will we do with her?”
He looked directly at Imgrace, and his prognosis was grim. “If she is injured at school, there will be an inquiry. I would recommend homeschooling with a bot or other tutor.”
Her parents looked at each other and then over to her. Imgrace looked back with an unshaken gaze. “I am willing to work from home. I can probably complete my education ahead of schedule with no distractions.”
The Kelarts swallowed and nodded in resigned agreement. Imgrace’s fate was set.
 
She wore a headset to keep the psychics out of her mind as she walked to work. It was a creation of her own making and mimicked a standard control band that kept psychic input from leaking out.
In the distance, she could hear the thud of a talent out of control. She increased the speed of her steps and got into one of the reinforced buildings for her morning tea and pastry.
She smiled at the clerk and gave her order. The cup and pastry went sailing through the air without a hand touching them.
Imgrace took her order from the counter and made her way through the crowds pushing in. At first, she thought it was the line for the counter, but she swiftly figured out that it was one of the Guardians of Jremat. So’orn, the Walking Shadow. His covered eyes and armoured suit gave him away.
Imgrace smiled slightly and made her way out of the building and into the light, two more blocks until she was at work in the call centre for the city where she only had to pass along the calls of those who needed information on their municipal taxes. It was an easy job and one that suited her.
In her time as a shut-in, educating herself as best as she was able, she had gained degrees in history, sociology and medicine. Without having to adhere to the plodding learning of the classroom, Imgrace had rocketed ahead, trying to prove to her parents that keeping her with them had not been the wrong decision.
Now, she was a low-level functionary for local government. She wasn’t the talent that they had wanted, but her mother’s talent for plants and her father’s minor diagnostic talent seemed to keep to themselves. They didn’t share.
Imgrace settled behind her desk, swapped out her travel headgear for her normal headset and she flicked on the newsfeed. The thudding that she had heard earlier was displayed as a lawbreaker with a concussive talent. The Guardians had swarmed in and taken care of him, hauling him to Riakku Confinement Centre for holding. If he was deemed sane, he would get his day in court.
Her headset chimed, and she fired up her terminal. It was time to work. She could watch the news later.
 
At lunchtime, she left her office and headed through the halls to the main-floor lifts.
A crowd was gathered on the main floor, and she had to go around it. When she walked up to the elevated edge of the room, she could see two Guardians signing autographs and smiling brightly.
Why are they here?
 
* * * *
 
“Shadow, the void you are looking for is exiting the building.”
He smiled and answered Link through gritted teeth. “Fabulous. How are we supposed to get out of here?”
“Just leave. You have done it often enough. I am tracking her now, so you should be able to get on your cycle and cut her off.”
Shadow rolled his eyes. “Excuse me, ladies and gentlemen.” It was mostly ladies, it always was. “We have been called off to attend our administrative duties. Please excuse us?”
Shatter smiled, and they turned and left the municipal offices with long strides.
“Get the location up on the cycles, Link.”
Link laughed in his ear. “I am working on it. She is close, but you can hide the bikes in an alley. Fly, spiral around the municipal centre and then drop down two blocks north. It looks like she is having lunch.”
Shadow nodded, though Link couldn’t see him. Shatter and Shadow lifted off in search of the void that might solve a little problem for them.
For the last two generations, no one could leave Jremat and keep their talent. It ceased to function the moment they cleared eighty percent of the gravitational pull. Researchers determined that a Jrematan without power might act as a link to the world and as a power source. It had never been tested, because there was only one void currently on record. The others had all been killed in childhood accidents.
They were in search of that one survivor.
She had to be around here somewhere.
 
* * * *
 
Imgrace ordered her hot sandwich and settled in to eat it at the counter. Her blocking headset was on and she was a regular, so no one wanted to chat.
She felt the murmurs of surprise before she glanced over. Two Guardians were getting off their cycles and walking into the diner.
Their faces were stoic and dark as they pushed through the doors and walked straight toward her. She wiped her mouth with a napkin and swallowed.
“Citizen Kelart?”
She cleared her throat. “I am.”
“Would you please come with us? We have a matter we would like you to assist on.” Shadow’s eyes were smiling though the rest of his face was stern.
Shatter had the same inner amusement in his gaze.
“Now? Can’t I finish my lunch?”
“Food will be provided for you at the base. Please, come with us.”
She put her payment down, got to her feet and nodded. “Fine.”
In her mind, she was wondering if they were arresting voids now for being freaks. She hadn’t heard of another one in years. Perhaps that is where they all went.
At the cycles, Shadow lifted her to straddle the seat, and when she settled, he got on in front of her. The pressure of his weight on the seat sent her sliding into his back.
“Sorry.” She tried to squirm backward but friction gave her up and gravity pulled her in.
He glanced back at her while his hands went to the controls. “Don’t worry about it. You will have to put your arms around me anyway.”
She wanted to argue that, but the cycle shot upward and his words came true. She threw her arms around him and held on tight with her eyes screwed shut.
She heard Shatter’s cycle nearby, and she could swear that she heard him laughing.
 
It felt like she was on the cycle for hours. The skin on body parts that hadn’t been touching Shadow were ice cold. Her work suit was no match for the wind over the ocean.
The two Guardians were fine. Their suits were insulated for this sort of thing, just another advantage of the talented. Their headgear kept in a lot of heat as well.
Imgrace wrapped her arms around herself as they walked toward the building. She tried not to shiver or chatter, but it was a fight.
Another Guardian came out, and he had a blanket in his arms. He pushed past Shadow, muttering, “Idiot.”
The man had kind eyes, and he draped the blanket over her, rubbing her arms and legs brusquely as the blanket heated to body temperature. The headset he wore identified him as Link.
Shadow cleared his throat. “I don’t understand.”
“She has neither a talent to protect her, nor an insulated suit. Her vitals started dropping ten minutes ago.”
To her surprise, Shadow blushed.
“I am Link, and I do the communication for these idiots; as you can see, they are lacking in verbal skills.” He smiled and kept an arm around her as he eased her into the structure in front of them.
A bot rolled up with hot sweet tea, and Imgrace grabbed for a mug with shaking hands.
She tried to bring the mug to her lips, but her hands were quivering and making it awkward. Shadow moved to her side and held the cup for her. She sipped carefully, trying not to scald herself. The temperature was perfect, and she gulped as quickly as she could.
When the cup was empty, he put it aside and Link pulled her into a seating area while still rubbing her arms and legs absently.
“You are probably wondering why Shadow and Shatter hauled you here.”
She snorted. “Good guess.”
“We need to test a theory about voids and talents.”
Imgrace was wary. “What? That we die easier? I know that. There were five in our province when I was a kid. Now, I am the only one left alive. We are too easy to kill.”
Shadow frowned. “They were exterminated?”
She shook her head. “No, they were all killed by other children who were working to master their own powers. If a pyro flares out, a hydro talent can put him out, a telekinetic can move the fire. All a void can do is burn and die.”
Link cocked his head. “How did you survive?”
“One word for you. Homeschooling.”
The three men blinked as if they had never considered that as an option. Shadow asked, “You didn’t interact with your own peers?”
“The ones who would kill me by accident or in a temper? I was safer at home with my bot tutor and my studies.” She chuckled weakly. “I got my degrees, entered the workforce and wear the headband so that no one can jerk me around for fun. I have no defenses and can be a walking puppet in the wrong hands.”
Shatter squatted in her line of sight. “You are that vulnerable?”
She snorted. “Of course. The same power that gifted you with talent made me a raw nerve open to any attack. We are the same species but that is pretty much where it ends.”
Link sat next to her. “We are going to ask you for an easy assist on a project we are engaging in.”
Imgrace gave him a narrow-eyed look. “What do you need?”
Link smiled. “We just need you to come along on an off-world jaunt to answer an age-old question.”
“What is that question?”
“Why do our talents stop working in space?”
Imgrace was absorbing that when she started shivering again. It was turning into a very odd day.
 



Chapter Two
 
 
Shadow brought out a suit, and he set it next to her on the couch. “This should help you with your body-heat issues.”
Imgrace took the scarlet suit and pulled it onto her lap. “Thank you. Is there somewhere I can change?”
Three arms pointed down a hall, and she got to her feet, shrugging off the blanket and following the muttered directions that Link gave her.
She peeled off her outer tunic and then worked off her neck-to-toe bodysuit. The red suit was definitely thicker, and when she eased it up over her hips, she felt the warmth. When she wedged it up over her shoulders, she experienced the peculiar effect of her breasts being squashed flat. The suit was cut deeply, but her cleavage was compressed to nothing. She hadn’t been this flat since she was eleven.
She reached into her shirt pocket and pulled out a hair band, pulling her hair away from her face. It was a little lumpy, but it was better than her yellow locks getting all wild during whatever was on the roster next. As a good citizen, she would always cooperate with the Guardians.
Imgrace walked out of the lav with her normal clothing folded over her arm. The Guardians all jumped to their feet when she entered the comfortable space.
Shadow frowned, and he sent a cloud of darkness that wrapped her from neck to knees.
“What is that for?” she looked down and tried to focus on walking toward them.
Link chuckled. “You are much curvier than the woman who was supposed to wear that suit. I think your cleavage is distressing him.”
Shadow scowled, but he kept her obscured.
She walked up to them. “I don’t see why. This suit flattened the hell out of me. Who was it intended for?”
“Psifer. She declined her post as a Guardian and is now baking muffins somewhere in the northern territories.” Link smiled. “We still had the suit, and you were the same height if not the same structure.”
She snickered. “Fine, but the suit covers everything. He can drop the shadows.”
Walking Shadow tensed his jaw. “I do not like the way they are looking at you.”
Imgrace shook her head. “Looks are just looks. Tell me what you need me to do.”
Link nodded. “Let’s do the briefing in the boardroom.”
She followed him with Shadow and Shatter walking behind her. For a moment, she was glad for the shadows.
The boardroom had no windows, so when Link dimmed the lights, the image of the globe appeared with the orbital station and the moons in the projection.
Link grimaced. “For centuries, we have been holding the most dangerous members of our society on the lunar base, not because it is convenient but because they have no powers there. A Jrematan loses their power here.” He pointed at a line that covered the planet.
“Where do I come in?”
“A guess has been made that a void might act as an anchor to Jremat. We would like to test that with a short jaunt that could make the difference between being able to defend our people and defend our system. Guardians have been hobbled to our world, and with encroaching species and illegal activities in our system, we need to expand our reach.”
Imgrace nodded. “What am I supposed to do?”
“Shadow and Shatter will come with you on the shuttle, and Shadow will do some experiments with you to see if you can spark his talent at the designated distance from the surface.”
Imgrace blinked. “Oh, damn. I need to call work.”
Link smiled. “I already contacted the office. You are on leave until the weekend and helping us with an inquiry.”
“Right.” Of course, no one questioned the Guardians.
 
Shatter showed her the space suit that she was to wear. He helped her into it, and when he adjusted the closures, it pressed in on her, snugging against her form.
The helmet was in case of emergency, but he made her practice snapping it on and taking it off until he was sure she could do it in seconds.
She licked her lips. “Why won’t you be trying to activate your power in space?”
He grinned as he turned her helmet over in his hands and did a final adjustment. “I vibrate objects. That is not a safe activity for someone in a shuttle.”
“Oh, right.”
He chuckled. “You tend to dismiss a person’s talent, don’t you?”
“I do. Since it is not something I can empathize with, I have to look past it. I have to focus on the people behind the power. I forget that for them, it is social standing, a job, the means to feed their families. I forget it because I have to.”
She met his gaze, and he nodded in understanding. He smiled and handed her her helmet. “Let’s get to the shuttle.”
She tucked the helmet under her arm and followed him down the hall toward the back of the base. Shadow was already at the controls, a silvery suit over his matte-black one. Shatter helped her into a seat and gave her an ear com. Link would remain on the ground and speak to them, talking Imgrace through the exercises they had designed to test if a void could work in space.
She curled her fingers around the arms of her seat and held on as they lifted straight up before spearing up through the atmosphere.
Spaceflight was not something offered to many of her people and, certainly, never to someone in her situation. She focused on breathing until her limbs lifted in her seat.
Shatter laughed. “Link thought that this would be easier for you in zero gravity, so we have stopped the ship’s rotation and are on a trajectory to take us past the moon.”
Shadow unbuckled his harness and pulled himself out, extending his hand to her. “If you come with me, we can get your legs back on solid land quickly.”
Imgrace blinked. “You are powerless now?”
He nodded. “I am. I can feel it, like I am an empty bucket. A lot of potential and nothing to fill me.”
She undid the harness that Shatter had helped her with. “I don’t feel any different.”
“Lucky you.”
When she was free, he took her helmet and wrapped an arm around her waist. “Here we go.”
She had been instructed to remain limp, and it was good advice. He moved quickly through the ship until they were in a wide cargo hold.
Imgrace floated to a series of handholds in the ceiling and gripped two of them. “Now what?”
Link whispered in her ear, “Do you feel any different?”
“Not really. I feel like me, just a little jumpier. That could be my surroundings.”
Link murmured, “Shadow, do you feel anything?”
Shadow had his feet tucked into a strap on the floor. “Nope.”
“Get closer to her.”
Shadow approached, floating gently toward her. She stared at him as he neared her and held her breath. He pinned her to the ceiling and kept his body as close to hers as he could without touching.
“Anything?”
Shadow’s lips twisted in a small smile. “Not anything power related.”
Imgrace blushed, and she turned her head away, but not before she saw a flicker of shadow. She gasped, he jerked and the shadow receded.
“What?”
Shadow smiled slightly. “There was a power surge. It was small, but it was there.”
“Imgrace, what did you feel?”
She blinked, inches away from Shadow. “Embarrassed and interested in equal measure.”
Shadow grinned.
“Imgrace, I know this is asking a lot, but can you kiss him? I promise that he won’t react.”
Shadow chuckled. “I can’t make that promise, but I won’t touch you or molest you in any way.”
Imgrace couldn’t get much more embarrassed, so she kissed Shadow before he could say something else witty and humiliating.
He locked in place while she kissed him, and she felt a rush of warmth through her limbs. Shadows danced in the periphery of her nearly closed lids, and when she pulled her lips from his, he floated away with his shadows snapping and crackling.
Shadow was talking through the open com. “It worked. I can use my talent.”
He flipped end over end and used his talent for half an hour. Imgrace made her way to the floor and floated toward the door. When his battery ran out, she was near the exit, and she felt the power drain from him.
He turned to her and grinned. “Can you do it again?”
Imgrace was embarrassed. “I suppose I could, but I will go and wait with Shatter while you play.”
He paused. “Is something wrong?”
She swallowed. “No, I am sure everything is fine.”
Link’s calm voice said, “Get to your seat, Imgrace, we will return you to the surface.”
She nodded. “Thank you. Can I go home now?”
“We would like to run a few more experiments, but the next round will not require you leaving the base.”
“Good. When can I go home?” She tried not to sound plaintive, but she was out of her element.
“Just a few more trials, Imgrace. Relax, you are in no danger.”
She pulled herself through the halls until Shadow caught up with her. He wrapped his arm around her and kicked off, spiralling them in a straight line toward the control centre.
He helped her settle in her chair and did up the harness.
Shatter gave her a thumbs-up. “We are heading home now. Just relax and it will soon be over.”
She settled in and closed her eyes. She heard Shadow murmuring, but her com was off. The two men chatted with Link as they lined the shuttle up for re-entry. Imgrace felt the change in the angle and the pressure of gravity once again. They were heading home, but she still had more to do before they would let her go. Her civic duty had never been more personal.
 
Link had a tray of beverages ready for them, and he handed one to Imgrace the moment she came in. “You did very well. Shadow now has the most powered time of the Jremat out of orbit on record.”
Shadow smiled. “And what a way to get my power back.”
Imgrace felt ill. She swayed and Link caught her. “Come with me; you need to lie down.”
She nodded, and she let Link lead her away from the others, settling in a guestroom and he closed the door.
The privacy was her undoing. The moment he closed the door, she started to sob; her attempts to hold it in gave way, and she cried. Her first kiss and it had been an experiment with a man who had talented women throwing themselves at him day and night. She had never felt so used in her life.
 



Chapter Three
 
 
Link heard the sobs through the headpiece Imgrace still wore. He winced and returned to the others. “Boardroom, now.”
Inside the room, he brought up an image of Imgrace, and it rotated slowly as power readings came out. “This was when you felt the flicker. This is what happened when she kissed you.”
The entire schematic of the body lit up and energy flowed out of her.
Shadow grinned. “Imagine what would happen if we did more than kiss.”
Link slammed his hand down on the table. “So’orn, this is serious and you are going to listen. I did that research you asked for, and I found that Imgrace Kelart has never had a relationship with anyone. No male, no female. She fears talents, she isn’t in awe of you, she is afraid of you.”
Shadow lifted the lens of his helmet, and he stared at Link. “Afraid of me? Why?”
Shatter answered. “It isn’t just you. She is vulnerable, and some would consider it sport to kill her and claim it was an accident. She knows it. She can’t have a relationship because what is the first thing that we tell each other?”
Shadow scowled. “What our power is, what our rating is, what our job is. And she has no answers for those questions.”
Link shook his head. “No, there is no answer for her. I also looked into her family history. It is worse.”
Shadow blinked. “Worse?”
“She was diagnosed as a void; her parents set her up with a bot tutor and immediately applied for permission to have another child. Permission was granted without hesitation and that is chilling. They had their second daughter; she was tested when she was three and found to have a combined talent of both children. At the age of twelve, Imgrace was put into an apartment with a bot and an automated caretaker and left to grow up on her own. She has three degrees and is eighty percent of the way to nine more. She hasn’t seen her family in fourteen years, and they have no interest in her.”
Shadow looked at the replay of the woman filling with power that she had given to him. “And she doesn’t date.”
“It could be worth her life to try it. I am pretty sure that that was her first kiss and you made jokes about it.”
Shadow winced. “I will apologise.”
Link held up his hand. “No. She can’t know that we looked into her history. Trust me; girls don’t like that sort of thing.”
Link could see So’orn going over his behaviour and not liking what he remembered.
“Right, casual encounters might go with the job, but she isn’t one of the women who chase us. She just wants to be left alone, and I can only say that the manifestation of her abilities is distressing for her. She has to kiss a talent to spark their power to life again at close range. It is her worst nightmare.”
Shadow sat down. “What can we do? What can I do?”
“Well, tomorrow is you trying to activate biological samples transported from the ground past orbit. She will be able to sit here and visit with me. If the samples don’t activate, I will have her try to do it through her biological link.”
Shadow perked up. “Can she do that?”
“We will find out tomorrow if nothing else takes us from our studies.”
Shatter nodded. “Good plan. I am up for some sleep, so I will tune in for a bit and then get some rest. See you two tomorrow.”
Link nodded and Shatter left. Link closed the display and crossed his arms. “Any questions?”
So’orn opened his mouth and snapped it shut. Finally, he said, “I was flirting with her, and she was freezing up on me. I didn’t stop, and I should have stopped. There was nowhere for her to go. How do I undo what I did?”
“You may have frightened her, but you didn’t threaten or assault her. Her rational mind will explain your behaviour to her, but if you want more from her, you need to temper your actions going forward.”
So’orn nodded and got to his feet. “Right. I am going to craft a plan of attack, so to speak. Good evening.”
Link smiled and watched him go. He was only three years older than Shadow and Shatter, but sometimes, it felt like decades.
He ran a hand through his hair and flicked the display on again. She grew up into quite a beauty. He remembered her from early family photos, but after she was officially diagnosed, his cousin ceased to exist as far as the family was concerned. He had always enjoyed her serious little face and the care she took with those around her. When she was eight, she explained that she was scared all the time, and the next family gathering, she was gone. He had been fourteen years her senior, but she had seemed older than him in some ways. Now that he saw her as a woman who had shut herself off from the world, he wanted nothing more than to help her find someone she could trust. She deserved someone she could trust who saw her for the valuable being that she was.
 
* * * *
 
Someone was baking, and it smelled amazing. Imgrace got to her feet and took a quick shower before removing the red suit from the refreshing unit. It was still too tight, but she was used to it after the one day. It beat going naked.
She tucked her boobs in until her cleavage was more circumspect. The neckline was still far too wide, but she could make do.
She pulled her hair into a tail and left her room, following the smells coming from the kitchen. The light was weak, but it was fighting to be noticed as it streamed through the windows. Bots were making breakfast, but Link was sitting nearby, flicking through a data pad and looking studious.
“Good morning, Link.”
He smiled. “Good morning, Imgrace. I am sorry that you had such a rough day yesterday.”
She chuckled and had a seat near him, her legs dangling inches above the ground on the high seat at the counter. “I have had worse.”
He put his data pad down. “That sounds like a story.”
“Several of them. I have run into more talented conflicts than I have fingers on my hands.”
She rubbed her palms together. “Why the sudden push for a Guardian presence in space?”
“The Citadel wishes to have representatives on the moon, and to have us there with no powers doesn’t seem right. We are looking for a way to preserve our talents away from home so that we will not be at a disadvantage.”
“And you think that I am the key to that?”
He smiled. “I think that we have tried everything else. We would not ask you if we had another choice.”
She nodded. “I came to grips with that last night. Aside from my genetic failings, I am a good citizen. I will do what I can.”
“Walking Shadow is not nearly the jackass that he seems. He has flown to the moon and back dozens of times. It was the first time that he had felt like himself, and it made him act in ways that were not appropriate to the moment.”
Imgrace nodded. “I caught on to that as well. He was giddy and excited. He just misdirected it.”
Link laughed. “I will have to imagine what he looked like when he was giddy.”
Imgrace whispered, “It was horrifying.”
They were still laughing together when Shadow and Shatter arrived, without their ubiquitous headgear.
Shadow’s matte-black suit gave him away, but the bronze skin and dancing blue eyes made him look like the handsome poster boy for the Guardians that he was. Across the world, young men lined up to be tested and to go into law enforcement with only a handful each decade moving into Guardian status.
Shatter had a slightly darker complexion with eyes a deep amber that sparked with good humour. “Good morning, Imgrace.”
“Good morning, Shatter. Good morning, Shadow.”
Shadow opened his mouth, closed it and smiled. “Good morning, Imgrace.”
Shatter asked, “What was so funny?”
She grinned, “Early to rise gets the joke. If you want to laugh, get here first.”
Link snickered as the bots set the table for four. Breakfast was served, and Imgrace was starving. She attacked the food with enough ferocity to kill it again and realised that she had not only missed lunch the day before, but dinner as well.
When her plate was empty, she was scanned and it was filled again.
She paused and looked at Link. “What was that?”
“They are assessing your caloric need based on the schedule for the day.” Shatter answered for him.
As she watched, the bots scanned the others as they finished their plates.
She shrugged and kept going. When she was done, she groaned and drank the sharp tea that the bots had served her. She loved sharp tea in the mornings.
When Link finished his meal, he blotted his lips with his napkin and her suspicion was confirmed. Her cousin Argus was sitting next to her with the same friendly smile he always had when he was talking to her.
“We will take you to medical, do some scans and draw some blood and tissue samples. Shatter and Shadow will then take the samples out of orbit and try to activate them or use them as batteries. If you can activate the blood or tissue from here, we will determine that as well.”
She nodded and smiled. “And if I can do that, it will mean that I can just turn it on and I don’t have to be there.”
“Precisely. Shall we?”
She followed him to medical, and he settled her on a tall chair with a wide back.
“Sorry about the equipment, it is all gauged for us. You are more petite.”
Imgrace smiled. “It is fine, Argus. I can get along anywhere.”
He smiled. “You recognized me.”
“At breakfast. I had to watch you eat to be sure.” She chuckled as he set the scanner over her and it took a baseline.
He set vials out and lifted an extractor. She had engaged in this procedure with her physician several times since her diagnosis, just to be sure.
He withdrew vial after vial until a dozen were set in the rack. The rack was in a heated unit, and each tube contained an anticoagulant. They would be as fresh as they could be.
“For tissue, we can use a scraping from the inside of your mouth. I just need a little, and then, I can use a regenerator on you.”
Imgrace nodded and opened her mouth so he could rub the brush across the inside of her cheek.
After half an hour, he had samples of everything and her scraped bits had gotten medical treatment. Her arm had also suffered a core puncture that had taken a full charge to heal. She was fine, and he had a box full of her genetic material. She was really hoping that they could find a way to make it work.
Shadow and Shatter took the box from Link, and everyone did a com check. Imgrace had to go back to her room to get hers, but the bots had put it on the bedside table when they had made her bed.
They launched without incident, and Imgrace sat and played with puzzle dice while they waited. She wanted to ask Link a thousand things, but she didn’t want the other two to know what she knew about Argus.
Link kept busy during the flight by catching up on paperwork. He fussed with budgets and recruitment letters while she sat and made patterns with the dice and their carved surfaces.
When they reached weightlessness, the men announced it and Shadow started to experiment with her blood.
Imgrace kept working with the dice until Shadow stated that nothing he did could provide him with the power he had felt the day before. There were flickers but nothing solid.
“I am going to try and focus on the blood. Keep the scanners going.” Imgrace took a breath and imagined the vials of blood and then the warmth that she felt while kissing Shadow.
“We are getting a reading!” Shadow was excited.
She evened her breath out. He wasn’t the only one. One kiss and she had a memory strong enough to send a signal through space.
Imagine what would have happened if he had kissed her back.
 



Chapter Four
 
 
Imgrace still got queasy when she thought about what Shadow had done with all the blood samples. Some had been held in the hand, some had been topical and some had been ingested. All carried a shadow of energy that he could use, but none of them worked as well as direct contact had. Great.
Link handed her a plate while they waited for the other two to return.
She felt tears well in her eyes. Starburst cookies. They had been her favourite for her entire childhood. Her hand shook as she reached out to take one of the brightly coloured pastries.
“I love these.”
He chuckled. “I know. You fought Kelbi for one of them when you were six. It shattered during the scuffle, but you said it tasted like it should. The same ingredients always gave the same result.”
“And the satisfaction was in the victory.”
He laughed. “That was it.”
She wrinkled her nose and crunched into the cookie. “This one isn’t really a victory.”
“No, Imgrace, but you didn’t have to fight for it. Take the win.” He winked and set the cookies down on the table.
“What the hell are you two talking about?” Shadow’s voice came through the headsets.
Shatter chimed in, “And are there really cookies?”
Link cleared his throat. “Concentrate on coming in. If you are all cleaned up and ready for a snack, the cookies will still be here.”
She chuckled at their anticipatory grunts and removed her headset. “Can I go for a walk? I need to stretch my legs a little.”
Link nodded and covered his own headset. “The grounds are fenced, so you can go anywhere your feet can take you.”
She moved to put the headset on the table, but Link said, “Take it with you. Just in case.”
She slipped it back on her ear and went exploring.
It felt so strange to be walking unaccompanied in a place where her coworkers would love to have set foot. The base was larger than she had imagined. There were outbuildings with bedrooms in them, large expanses where more Guardians could gather, gyms, pools; it was a city occupied by three men.
She grinned to herself and stripped off the bodysuit and headpiece. She slipped into a pool and began to pull herself through the water with long strokes.
She flipped when she reached the end and continued her journey back the way she had come.
When she heard the rumble of the engines coming, she looked up and yelped. Her selected pool was right on the flight path.
“Damn it!”
Her com was chirping, so she sloshed to the edge and put it in her ear.
Link’s dry voice said, “And by now, you have realised that they can see you. So, either stay against the edge of the pool until they land or jump out and take your chances. I would recommend against getting out, grabbing your suit and making a run for it.”
“Thanks for the help. How long have they been able to see me?”
Shadow’s voice came in, “Long enough. You need to lower your arm a little as you stroke downward.”
She blushed.
Shatter added, “And more power to your legs as you kick off. You could really improve your propulsion.”
She pressed her forehead against the cool stone of the edge of the pool.
The shuttle came into view, and it settled just a few buildings away. Imgrace pushed herself out of the pool, grabbed her suit and tried to stuff her wet skin into it. She was not immediately successful, but after a lot of yanking and two broken nails, she was wet and dressed at the same time.
“Link, do you have a nail trimmer?” She sprinted through the pathways and approached the main structure.
“The bots can help with that. Where are you?”
She came through the door and skidded to a halt. “Are they back yet?”
The door closed behind her.
“We are now. Nice view by the way.”
Shatter chuckled from behind her, and she yelped and sprinted for her room.
Her suit went into the refreshing unit, and she took a shower. When she was sitting down and brushing her hair, she realised that the earpiece was still on. “Apologies.”
Link chuckled in her ear. “Don’t worry. When you live at close quarters, accidental nudity is more common than you would think.”
“I am glad you guys are okay with it. I am still thinking of living in here.” She chuckled and kept brushing her hair until the refreshing unit chirped the completion of its cycle.
“Well, we are setting up for dinner, so if you could join us, the bots might feed us.” He chuckled.
“Did Shadow eat all my cookies?”
“He did. The bots have accepted a request for more. They might be ready for dessert if you ever come out of your room again.” There was wry chiding in his tone.
“Fine. I am on my way.”
She finished with her hair, put it in a loose braid and pulled out the suit. Once more, she wedged herself into the suit built for someone who didn’t have a lot of curves. The suit contained her, but neither of them were happy about it.
The guys didn’t make fun of her, but Shadow threw her a few intense glances. She shrugged and kept to her meal. The fresh cookies had just been placed on the table when an alarm went off.
Link and the others got to their feet, and she was alone in under a minute. She waited until she saw the atmospheric transport rise and take off before she asked, “I am guessing you guys have to go save someone?”
Shatter chirped in, “Sorry. Duty called and we forgot you were there.”
She nodded. “Right. I am just going to watch some news and then head to bed. Enjoy being heroes.”
She took off her earpiece and left it on the table.
 
* * * *
 
“Imgrace! Imgrace! Don’t watch...” Link sat back in the shuttle and rubbed his forehead.
Shatter looked over. “What is it?”
“Her identity is out. She has also been confirmed as a void. Her job with the city is over, and she is homeless. A riot burned out her apartment. Because we brought her here, her life is over.” Link swallowed.
It had been fun to pretend that everything was going to be fine, but if she was truly their shot at keeping their powers in space, he thought that the sacrifice was worth it. He was just wishing he had given her a choice.
Shadow tensed. “How do you think she will react?”
Link sighed. “I have no idea. I think she will be outwardly calm, but inside, she is going to feel that the tiny bit she has been able to carve out as her own life is gone.
 
* * * *
 
Imgrace looked at her apartment building and the interviews with her coworkers. They were expressing their shock and dismay at working next to a person without power. The city announced that because she had lied on her application, she was now without a job. That made her angry. She had never lied; she had simply agreed to pretend that she was a low-level organizational talent. It had been written into her employment contract and that was that.
Her burned-out shell of a home was what hurt. Some talent had gone and melted everything that meant anything to her. Her life, her accomplishments were all gone.
She sat with the plate full of cookies and remained still as the ashes of her home were kicked through and savaged by those who wanted to destroy any part of what they feared, and they feared a void.
At this time, she was probably in the safest place she could be, but being here was what caused the danger to start with. If this was home now, she was going to explore a little more of what made it safe.
She checked the time, and two hours had passed since she had pulled off her headpiece. She slipped it back in her ear and listened to see if she was interrupting.
She heard Link calmly addressing the survivors of an incident. “Medical treatment is on its way. Remain still.”
Shatter and Shadow were saying the same. Imgrace went to the vid and flicked it to current feeds, and she saw the burned-out remnants of a farming town, lost to ash.
The reporters said it had started as a bar fight that had gotten out of hand. Local peacekeepers had been unable to stem the tide, and the owner of the bar had tried to use fire to break up the fight. The fire had spread in minutes.
Shatter had created a firebreak to stop the spread outside the town, Shadow had been in charge of fire suppression and Link had directed the rescue efforts. Healers had been sent for and the injured were being taken care of.
Imgrace’s life had shattered on international news, but it was still hers and she was whole. She kept her irritation to herself and hoped that those who had been hurt by one man’s bad judgement made it through.
She would keep the cookies for those who deserved them.
 
* * * *
 
Shadow looked down at Imgrace, curled into a small ball on the couch. Tears marked her cheeks and she held onto a pillow, but otherwise, she was just as intriguing as the first moment he had focused on her.
He spoke to Link in low tones. “What did the Citadel say?”
“They will take her, they will train her and they will bring her back to us when she can defend herself. She will be our liaison to the Citadel, and the talent that travels with her will be the first of their kind—a Jrematan with power in the stars.”
“Only one?”
“That is all they are willing to train her for. She is not a battery, she is a citizen, and she should be accorded the same respect as any of the citizens who turn to law enforcement as a career path.”
Shadow reached out and moved a tendril of hair from her face. “She hasn’t chosen this.”
“But she will do it. She has always done what she had to to survive. She will do this.”
Imgrace stirred and she muttered. “She will do this tomorrow. Tonight, she wants to get back to bed.”
Shadow smiled, lifted her in tendrils of darkness and he carried her to the guestroom. She settled into the sheets with the cushion still in her arms. He smoothed hair away from her face and left her to sleep.
She was right. Tomorrow was soon enough.
 
Link stared at him. “You like her.”
Shadow smiled ruefully. “We all like her.”
Shatter chuckled. “She reminds me of the girl who sat next to me in school.”
Link shrugged and didn’t comment on his feelings. “Shadow, you are becoming attached to her.”
“I am, and so are you.” Shadow looked at the slightly older man and frowned. “How is it that you and she are so close?”
Link smiled. “You will have to ask her that. I am going to shower and get to bed. I smell like a smokehouse.”
Shadow watched as the commander left the room and Shatter followed him.
How did he feel about Imgrace? He mulled it over while he went to his quarters and took a shower. She was bright, she was cheerful and her kiss had been a butterfly caress against his lips that had powered him for half an hour in a place where his talent had never flared before.
He was a man, and the image of her swimming in the pool had caused a normal reaction. The urge to punch Shatter in the face for looking...that had been new.
Shadow wrapped a towel around his hips, dried his hair and checked the availability of his family. His father was still awake, so he called him.
“So’orn, congratulations on the work you did this evening.” His father smiled.
“Thanks, Dad. I have a question for you.”
“Go ahead.”
“What do you think of the reaction to the void?”
His father’s face clouded over. “It is horrible.”
“What do you mean?”
“She was taken to assist in an investigation, and because she is helping you, she has lost her livelihood, her home, her memories and she has nothing to come home to. The panic of a few built into a riot and the baser fear of lost power took over.”
“I still don’t understand.”
“They didn’t attack her because they feared her lack of power; they attacked because they fear losing theirs. Our society has made their talents the be all and end all of its status.”
So’orn smiled. “I can see your sociology degree peeking out.”
“I do teach for a living. It is why you caught me up, I was grading papers.” He smiled.
“What would you say if I brought her home while I was on leave?”
Professor Liro’os Maneki smiled. “I think your mother would have the bots set another space at the table.”
So’orn kept chatting with his father about students and schedules, but his mind was on the woman in the next room.
 



Chapter Five
 
 
Link woke her before dawn; he whispered, “We are sending you for some training.”
Imgrace sat up and clutched the bedding to her chest, but she was wearing the same suit.
“I am going where?”
“The Citadel has sent a vessel to pick you up. They have offered to train you.”
She rubbed her eyes. “Train me for what? I don’t have a talent.”
“And because of that, you have to defend yourself the old-fashioned way. You are going to learn hand-to-hand combat and weaponry. You will be able to use all the tools we have outlawed.”
“They are here?”
“They are waiting. All you need will be provided, including a suit that fits.”
She took his hand, and he helped her to her feet. She was ushered through the base, and it felt like he was trying to sneak her out. When two tall figures in bodysuits and robes came out of a small shuttle to get her, Link handed her over as if they were being chased.
Strapped in and rising quickly, she asked her com unit, “What the hell was that about?”
Link answered her. “Shadow is forming an attachment, but you need to be able to stand on your own two feet. The Citadel is going to train you, and in return, we gain an operative who can work with you outside of our planet, and you can kick some ass.”
“You really think I can do this?”
“Just imagine that someone has taken the last cookie. Talk to you when you land, Imgrace.” He cut the signal, and her headpiece wouldn’t respond.
The two folks that she was in the transport with were two males.
“Link called us yesterday and asked us to put the burners on. I am Trask and this is my twin, Trysk.” The pilot turned and nodded to her. The navigator nodded as well.
She blinked. It was the same face...almost.
“My name is Imgrace. I don’t mean to be rude, but you aren’t twins, you are mirror images.”
Trysk laughed. “And you are perceptive. It is an excellent adaptation to your circumstances. Less than one in a thousand people notice the subtle difference.”
She stared at their ears. “The more I look, the more differences I see.”
Their skins were grey-green, their hair was gold and they mirrored each other’s movements, one right handed, one left.
She watched them as they left the orbit of Jremat, and then, she fell asleep.
 
Citadel Lerat was a base dedicated to training operatives for the rather rough and tumble life in the Nyal Imperium. Jremat was a minor consideration due to the restrictions of its population, but as Imgrace was the only one of her kind, the Citadel had an interest in keeping her alive.
Imgrace was met at the landing pad by a medic and a man who introduced himself as Combat Master Nekron.
“Pleased to meet you. What happens next?” Imgrace rubbed her hands on her hips nervously. Nekron was tall and the embodiment of every childhood fear she had ever had.
Huge silver-grey horns came out of deep-purple skin, his teeth were sharp, canines pointed, and he had the manners of her grandmother. Terrifying indeed.
“You will be taken to medical and run through a battery of tests to find the baseline for you if you are ever injured in the line of duty. They can put you back the way you are now. I will be there to act as your interpreter. We have not yet come up with a teaching system for Jremat languages. The twins and I are the only folk at the base who have gone to the trouble to learn them. You can be put on an audio regime to learn a few of the common tongues, and when we learn how you process language, a teaching mechanism can be devised.”
As he talked, they walked into the nearest building with the medic chattering away in a language that she didn’t understand.
“Medic Alonna is very excited to be working with you. She has never met one of your kind before, and she wishes for you to relax and know that you would not come to harm during her tests.”
Imgrace smiled and nodded in relief. “Good to know.”
He translated for her, and Alonna bowed her head quickly and rushed ahead.
“She is going to set up the equipment.”
Imgrace nodded, and they followed the medic down a hallway.
Nekron watched over her and helped her to the cabinet where the medical robe was. When she was out of the compression suit, he stared at her in shock.
Imgrace wrapped her arms around her waist and headed for the scanning equipment. She muttered, “The suit was someone else’s.”
Nekron muttered, “Apparently. First stop, quartermaster.”
She smiled. “No, first stop, medical.”
Alonna helped her settle in the scanner, and all was fine for the first six passes, each a different frequency to analyze her energy output. At number seven, everything went wrong.
Imgrace felt something inside her tingle, and as the pass continued, it heated inside her, turning to fire. She clenched her hands, and her body tensed. She felt her body flexing and tensing, but she didn’t scream. She kept her pain in as the scan continued, and she could see a red glow behind her eyes.
She heard shouting and hands pulled her up and away from the machine. A multitude of hands pressed on her skin, and she gradually cooled and stopped twisting.
“Imgrace, it is all right. The pain will stop, and we have the answer your people couldn’t find.” Nekron stroked her hair. “Just relax and the healers will help soothe the fire.”
She nodded and rested as the hands soothed her.
 
About an hour later, Nekron returned, and he had folded fabric and a set of boots in his hands. “Since you are in dire need of proper clothing, I used the scans and got these for you. They are not the most fashionable, but they will suit the purpose.”
She nodded, and he helped her to the changing area, handing her the clothing when she reached for it.
The suit was snug but forgiving. It supported her breasts, nipped in at the waist and let the fullness of her hips be apparent. It felt wonderful.
The boots had grip that made walking easy on the slick floors, and the robe that she was given was a medium grey with no ornamentation.
Her hair was loose, and she felt surprisingly right in the comfortable clothing.
“First, we will get a few more suits for you then check you in to your room, and after that, we start your training.” Nekron chuckled.
“Will you tell me what they found?”
“I will, when you have completed your first training session.”
It seemed an odd caveat, but she was here to learn, so she walked with him as he gave her a tour and explained the dietary coding in the dining hall.
The quartermaster had four arms and a bright smile. He eyed her up and down, brought several patterns to the display, and when she pointed to one, he nodded and gestured for her to select another.
Five suits were selected, and Nekron said they would be delivered to her quarters before the end of the day. Since Imgrace didn’t know where she was staying, she merely nodded and smiled slightly.
The next stop was her temporary home away from the base on Jremat. There was a bed, a research desk and a small table as well as a beverage dispenser for late-night tea.
“Now that you know where you are staying, we will go to the sparring floor and you will have your first lesson.”
“Why so quickly?”
“We only have you until you are trained, and there is no reason to hesitate with the training. There is no reason to delay and every reason to hurry. Your people need you.”
She suddenly wanted to be headed home. “Then, why am I here?”
He chuckled. They left her quarters, and she memorised the landmarks so she could find her way back to her apartment.
The sparring floor was precisely what it sounded like; around the room, men and women in a variety of combinations were engaged in combat or martial meditation.
Nekron led her to a space against one wall, helped her remove her robe and hang it on a nearby peg, and then, he faced off against her.
“Now, we begin with posture. Among my people, posture is assisted by corsets and military training. Your posture is pretty good on its own, but physical confidence will go a long way to improving it.”
He showed her how to stand, and they were off.
 
Two hours later, she was bruised from falling but felt exhilarated. She had performed as well as other talents she could see in the sparring floor and better than many of the men. Growing up on a world that wouldn’t give her a chance, she had never guessed that she was just as physically capable as someone who could read minds. It was a fun moment.
They were sitting on a bench, and Nekron explained to her, “Now, as for your test results...”
“Yes?”
“You know that everyone on your world has a power of some kind.”
“I do.”
“You are no exception.”
Imgrace was shocked. “But, they did tests.”
“They did. They were testing for talents, for measurable talents. You are not a talent and never will be, but you are power.”
She sipped at her water bottle. “I don’t understand.”
“What gives a talent shape?”
She shrugged. “Genetics, I suppose. They shape the talent.”
“What if nothing shapes it? Does the power behind the talent cease to exist or is it just lying there, waiting?”
Imgrace blinked. “I suppose if all the other genes are in play and the only one lacking is the one that gives it focus, the power would still be there.”
“And your species can’t use their powers off world because the thing that their talent attaches to is the world itself. They need a focus, a lens to work through. They need their own world and the power it produces. You contain the same electromagnetic energy as Jremat.”
She hoped that she looked as shocked as she felt. “So, all the talents on Jremat are useless when they are away from a certain frequency?”
“Frequency, intensity. What normally happens to one of your type on your world?”
“We die as children. We are killed by our peers as their talents become active.”
Combat Master Nekron sat with his horns gleaming in the light. “Let me posit a thought that there is no malice in it when it is a child. The void pushes their power into overdrive, like sunlight through a lens. You are trying to contact the energy around you that matches the energy inside you, and it runs through one of your peers. They go crazy and the rest is obvious.”
“I am going to need to mull that over. It makes sense but it is horrifying.” She closed her eyes. “You have obviously studied my world.”
“It is a fascinating conundrum. An entire world of powered people, and yet, they cannot be removed from their world to spread their power through the universe. It has been a puzzle. You have made things much clearer.”
She nodded. “What is my training schedule?”
“I will meet you, and we will exercise before dawn tomorrow. We will have breakfast, and you will have another combat round. In the afternoon, we will work on finding a way to project your energy.”
“Right. I suppose I should get to bed then.”
“Eat first. Come on, let’s see what you remembered.”
She got up, and her muscles protested. She put on her robe, settled it and led the way to the dining hall.
 



Chapter Six
 
 
“Hold it. Hold it. Focus on it.” Nekron’s even voice coached her through her focus class.
There were other instructors frantically making notes and calling out suggestions, but she was his student and he was concentrating on her.
She held a wall of energy taller than she was and watched the counter in the corner. She was up to ninety minutes of broadcasting power. When it flickered and stopped, she closed her hands. “I am done for the day.”
He smiled at her. “You have come far in three weeks. Five-second bursts is all you used to be able to manage, enough to power a talent for an hour.”
“Now, it looks like I can manage to keep one going for a full day.” She grinned.
“If you choose to. No one can force you to do this. It is your choice alone.”
There was finality in his tone. After three weeks with him, she knew when he was getting ready to end something.
“Right. I am going home. When?”
He chuckled. “As soon as you shower and pack. You are going back to the Guardian base with everything I could get authorized.”
She grinned and hugged him quickly. He stiffened for an instant before he patted her shoulder. Laughing, Imgrace bowed to her audience and turned to sprint to her room. She was going home!
 
The twins insisted that she arrive in a battle suit with weaponry on either thigh. The tabard was a special design of the seamstresses of the Citadel for her alone. From neck to ankle, it hung down the centre of her body and was cinched with a snug belt at the waist.
She had left confused and vulnerable, and she was coming back prepared for anything.
If her people wanted to revile her, they were going to have a much sturdier target to pick on this time. She now knew what she was, and it was astonishing to think that there was a piece of the puzzle that she hadn’t known existed.
“You look great, Imgrace.” Trysk grinned when she emerged from the back of the ship with her battle uniform in place.
“Thank you. I feel quite a bit better than I did when I left home.” She settled down for the landing pattern.
Trask grinned. “Thank goodness you got rid of that red suit. It was embarrassing.”
She shrugged. “It was the first thing I got. New wardrobe.”
“The Citadel knows its stuff. Are you ready to return home?”
She looked at the expanse of Jremat looming ahead of them. “As ready as I can be. At least I am armed.”
There was a little more to it than just the weapons. She had been given implants to prevent incursion into her mind. It was a rotating frequency that was controlled by her mood. An invader would have to know her mood and her initial frequency to get inside, and even then, they would have to get past her warning system. With that biggest concern taken care of, she was much more confident about simply defending herself against physical obstacles.
Her weapons were shock sticks. They had projectiles built into the blunt ends and could knock most talents off their feet. There were other features, but they were all powered by her energy. If they were out of her hands, they were useless.
Her implanted com came online.
Link’s familiar voice said, “Hello, stranger.”
“Hello, Link.”
“Glad to be coming home?”
“Yes. Are Shadow and Shatter there?”
He chuckled. “They are off on assignment. Do you want to go out and meet them when you arrive?”
“I can do that?”
“We ordered a cycle just for you.”
She grinned. “Please tell me it isn’t pink.”
She heard his laughter through the com, and the sound eased her nerves.
“It isn’t pink. It is molten red. We felt that if you were going to stand out, you may as well do it in style.”
She looked down at her outfit. “Apparently, style is my new moniker.”
“I look forward to seeing it. How was your training?”
Imgrace chatted with him during the long flight, and she knew that he was trying to distract her from returning to a world that didn’t want her.
The twins set the shuttle down and hugged her goodbye. They didn’t have authorization to run around on the surface, so dropping her off where they found her had to be enough.
“Good luck and remember what you are. You are Jrematan and you have all the rights and freedoms of your people.”
The twins hugged her and hugged her again. They nodded and waved at her as she headed down the steps with her bag of clothing and weapons over her shoulder.
When she was clear of the tarmac, the twins sealed their craft and lifted it off the soil, using their telekinesis to propel it away from her until they were clear of buildings and occupied areas, then the thrusters kicked on and they were on their way.
She watched them go until a voice behind her brought her around.
“Holy hells. That was quite the makeover.”
She turned and grinned as Link stood staring at her. She ran forward and hugged him. “Argus. It is good to see you again.”
He held onto her for a moment. “How did you gain that much muscle in less than a month?”
“I had a very diligent instructor. He worked hard to make me as strong and capable as he could, for my own sake. I had never even imagined a Dhemon before, but he was a great teacher.”
She let him go and smiled. “Where is my cycle?”
He laughed. “This way. I thought we could meet up with them. They are at a public appearance.”
Imgrace dragged in a deep breath. “Sooner is better than later, right?”
“I would say so. In your current outfit, no one will imagine that you are the void. Do you want a code name or would Guardian Four do?”
“I wish to either be Void or Grace. I have learned a little about what I am.”
“Well, as either of those names are a little close to the truth, I am going with Grace. Where is your com unit?”
She took in her new cycle and ran her hand over the seat with admiration. “Implant. I also have an implant in my head that repels incursion.”
“They offered you all this?”
“And more but this is where I drew the line. So, where are we going?”
“Follow me. Can you ride one of these things?”
Imgrace grinned. “Take off and see if I will follow. You will know soon enough.”
Simulators had been week two. She had checked out on all of them, and the cycles were easy.
Link lifted off, and she was on his tail, following with her face shield down. It was another gadget that appeared when she needed it and stored in the small implants when she didn’t. She may have had a few more additions than she let them know about, but she had had one day off per week. That day had become modification day.
Imgrace followed Link across a body of water, up a coastline and over a town. When he dropped near a huge park, a space was made for him, and she took advantage of it to settle her own cycle into the VIP parking.
She got to her feet with her face shield still in place as she walked to the stage where Shatter was expounding upon the difficulty of working with local peacekeepers who did not keep up on their training.
Link was announced as he came upon the dais, and he took the microphone from the announcer as Grace took to the stage for the first time.
“I would like to introduce the fourth Guardian, Grace.”
The crowd went silent before it went wild. Grace stepped onto the dais with the others, and Shadow turned and stared, his eyes taking in her new look with some surprise.
Shatter grinned and applauded. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome Grace.”
She walked up to Shadow and clasped his forearm. Shatter got the same greeting.
This moment was for the public, but she really wanted to hug them both.
Hands rose in the crowd, and it was young women who were asking the questions. Link smiled and he nodded, pointing to one of the ladies.
The audience looked like students who were just gearing up to leave school and set off on their own.
“What is her talent?”
Link nodded, “She can allow one of our people to use their talent in space. With Grace added to the team, we now have a way to reach the stars at full power.”
The crowd murmured in shock. Grace was a little surprised herself. She thought her talent was a secret.
Link fielded a few questions about the opening in the Guardians not being posted. He answered quietly. “We add folk to the Guardians when they have displayed unending loyalty to Jremat, and Grace qualifies.”
One of the young men at the back of the gathering stood up and raised his hand. With her nerves already jangled, Grace watched the hand burst into flame. The young man’s gaze was focused on her, and his face was blank.
She kept her aspect calm and didn’t alert anyone until the fireball was hurtling toward her.
She stepped past Shadow’s protective wave of darkness, stood at the edge of the stage and lifted her batons swiftly, charging them up for impact.
The fireball struck them, and she swiftly pulled the energy out of it. It disappeared, and she holstered her batons.
Peacekeepers were surging to grip the shocked pyro, but Grace moved over to the mic and she nodded. “You might have better success with the woman to his left who was controlling him. He was completely unaware of his actions. You can run the scans, and I am sure that the little pusher will admit to her culpability.”
The girl didn’t react with fear when she was grabbed; she reacted with anger.
A peacekeeper clipped her into a headset, and she stopped fighting.
Grace kept the mic, and she asked. “Any other questions?”
A young man with huge blue eyes asked her, “When did you know you were a powerful talent?”
She looked around the room at all the happy faces who had bright futures ahead of them.
“Frankly, it was when everything I could have had was taken from me and everything I was, was gone. I would not recommend it.”
The gathering chuckled, coming back to their normal senses of being entertained and informed by the speakers in front of them.
“Who made your suit?”
She grinned. It was a young woman who was looking at her wistfully. “A designer and a seamstress worked to see what would work for my duties and this environment. This is the result.”
“Is it comfortable?” Another young woman asked.
“Very.”
The rest of the questions were about her uniform and her batons. The guys got to sit back while she performed for the crowd with her lens across her eyes.
 
Two hours later, she smiled all the way back to the base.
 



Chapter Seven
 
 
The moment they were off their cycles, Shadow pulled her to him for a hug, and he didn’t seem inclined to let her go.
Shatter and Link were snickering.
She gave into the impulse and held him just as tightly.
Finally, he lifted his head and smiled. “Where did you end up?”
“Citadel Lerat.” She smirked. “I am sure you did just fine without me.”
“It was a little unsettling when you left.”
She linked her arm through his. “I am sure it was. Fortunately, Link got me up and out before I could wake up. I slept through most of the trip.”
Shatter settled on her the other side, and he linked his arm through hers as they headed into the base.
Link was grinning from ear to ear. “It seems your time away did you good.”
“It did. I know what I am, and I know what I can do. I have also learned a few things that are extrapolated from our own history, but put in a new light, they are completely understandable.”
The bots had dinner waiting for them, and they had set the table for four.
“Did they bring my bags in?”
Link held her chair, and he nodded. “They are in your new quarters. The bots had their orders.”
Out of habit, she pulled her batons out and put them across her knees.
Shadow asked, “So what is it with the batons?”
“They are the least threatening of the weapons I brought with me, but I will not be in public without them or the others. I can’t represent myself with a physical talent, so I need an icon of power that they can focus on.”
Shatter leaned forward as the bot finished putting his dinner down. “What was it that you did with the batons and that fireball?”
Grace grinned. “It is a very long story.”
Link winked. “We have a five-course dinner. You have time.”
“Why so fancy?”
“Your short time here made an impression. We want to make sure you know how glad we are to have you home.”
Shadow and Shatter nodded eagerly.
Grace picked up her fork and prodded at her salad. “Well, first, there is no citizen of Jremat born without power.”
From that statement, her audience was rapt.
 
An hour later, she was exhausted and ready for a nap, but the Guardians wanted a demonstration. Again, Shadow was chosen as the target of the demonstration, because Link didn’t want to be revved up into contact with half the planet and Shatter was fine where he was.
They stood outside in case anything went awry, with the sunset fading into night.
Shadow’s eyes heated. “Another kiss?”
“It would work that way but not necessary.”
He looked disappointed.
Grace laughed and went up on her toes, “Fine.”
She pressed her lips against his and exhaled gently. Her kernel of focus left her lips and slid into him, causing him to jerk back in surprise.
His shadows flared wildly, covering the light of the rising moon, swelling and snapping against the base itself.
Grace yelped when the darkness wrapped around her and lifted her into the air. She didn’t react. She kept herself calm and waited.
Slowly, the power faded, and he lowered her to the ground. As reflexes went, it would keep her safe if she powered him up during a mission. It would also make her a target if anyone could seek her out.
When she was on the ground, she smiled at the others who were staring at her in shock.
Shadow was still shuddering to get under control, and she caressed his cheek, pulling the excess from him to complete his journey to normal. “There you go.”
“That was...”
To her surprise, he kissed her, simply held her close and kissed her. Grace wrapped her arms around his neck, and she held on, enjoying the feeling.
Link cleared his throat. “Shadow, unless you declare your intentions, I will ask you to unhand my kinswoman right now.”
Grace leaned back, away from the man holding her. “Argus, you can’t be serious.”
“I am very serious. You aren’t protected. You haven’t been socially active. I don’t want you to suffer an investigation over an unauthorized pregnancy.”
She let go of Shadow like he was a hot stone. “Pregnancy?”
Shadow sighed. “I am protected. There is no danger.”
“I was just enjoying...” she walked past them and headed into the base. Social interaction was complicated. She would have been content just to stand there, kissing Shadow forever. Why did Link have to go and ruin it?
 
* * * *
 
Shadow raised his brow. “Kinsman?”
“She is my cousin and has no other family willing to stand up for her. I will keep her safe, even from you. Are you serious about her?”
Shadow thought about the last three weeks when all he could wonder was if she was safe and he had held his breath for the updates Link passed along.
“I believe I am. I have discussed her with my family, and the next time I have leave, she is invited to join us.”
Link smiled. “Really?”
“Yes. I requested permission to bring her home before she left. I was a little disappointed to find her gone before I was even out of bed in the morning.”
Link shrugged. “She needed to find out what her options were.”
“So you sent her to a facility that was ninety percent male? Nice.”
“Well, she learned she had options and she still turned to you.”
Shadow felt a surge of smugness. “She did, didn’t she?”
“Yes, but as her only kinsman, I am going to keep your interactions with her on the straight and narrow.”
“But we can still continue to interact?” Shadow just wanted to make sure that they were clear.
Link sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Yes, but if you break her heart, I will break your arms.”
Shadow held out his hand and his commander shook it.
Shatter piped up, “Hey, she might have been interested in me.”
Link glared at him, and Shatter opened and closed his mouth, unable to speak. Shadow didn’t laugh. He had been silenced a time or two himself. Link may act as their communications officer, but he was a strong talent who controlled sound.
When they were back inside the living area of the base, Link released Shatter’s voice. Shatter scowled. “She might have liked me.”
Link smiled, “And it is with my utmost relief that she didn’t. Shadow is a better fit for her. If she accidentally exaggerates his talent, no one will die.”
Shatter crossed his arms and sighed. “Fair enough.”
Shadow rolled his eyes at his companion’s surrender when he realised lives would be at stake. It made Shatter an excellent Guardian but far better at short-term relationships than long-term.
Shadow enjoyed the attention he got from females, but he was content to put that behind him to see Imgrace’s eyes light up again the way she had when she spotted him on the platform.
He had been wondering what she would be like when she returned, but a conquering warrior was not something that had sprung to mind. She had gone from a woman wracked by fear to someone ready to face a dangerous world.
The dramatic fashion had to be a contrivance of the Citadel, but it suited Imgrace very well. It was familiar and yet foreign. It gave her an air of mystery that would appeal to the women of Jremat. Who knew, their female recruitment might just go up.
He chuckled and headed to his quarters to update his family on the status of the beginning of his relationship.
 
* * * *
 
Imgrace shook out one of her casual outfit and slipped into it, enjoying the long black embroidered tunic that fastened over the ruby-red bodysuit. The suit was iridescent and one of the lovely choices offered by the quartermaster.
She left her hair loose and headed into the common areas. Link was up, just like he had been the first day she was here. “Still working in the predawn hours?”
He looked up from his data pad. “Still waking in the predawn hours? I think it is a genetic thing. All those horticultural talents in the bloodline.”
She smiled, and the bots brought her tea. “That must be it.”
“I have been reading the reports on you. The Citadel is exceptionally impressed with you, and Administrator Nekron has placed a note in your file that you are to be considered Specialist status.”
“Oh. Wow.”
“He also applauds your willingness to dig into the more painful parts of our history. He sounds smitten with you.”
“Well, I didn’t know he was the administrator, I called him Combat Master Nekron.” She shrugged. It was hard to take someone seriously when you had pinky wrestled him in a hallway.
“Well, he also asks that if you are not in a relationship with someone here, he would like to offer you a position as his fiancé at the Citadel, followed by respectable marriage.”
That took the wind out of her. “What?”
“I have the most formally worded proposal that I have ever seen in front of me. What shall I do with it?” His eyes were sparkling with amusement.
“Can I use your tablet?”
He slid it over, and she quickly worked a polite refusal with references to the honour he had paid her, and she did it in Dhemon. It had seemed only proper to learn his language since he had gone to the trouble of learning hers.
“There. Send that.”
Link looked at it. “I can’t read it.”
“I politely thanked him for his consideration of me for the honourable position as his wife, but I decline on the basis that while I feel tremendous affection for him, I cannot see my life at his side.” Imgrace smiled brightly.
“Wow. That is the nicest put-down I have heard, and I have heard dozens.” Link hit send.
A shadow snaked out and tickled her palm. “Who did you just turn down?”
She turned and watched a tousled So’orn make his way into the room in loose trousers and nothing else. She blushed red and turned her face back to the amused expression on Link’s face.
Link explained. “The administrator of the Citadel was also the Combat Master that trained Imgrace. After her time with him, he found himself smitten, and he wanted to ask her if she would consider a position as his wife.”
So’orn sat down heavily on one of the chairs. “What did you say?”
She stared at him and then yelped when his shadows closed around her and lifted her off her chair and onto his lap.
“I do not think that it is any of your business.” She crossed her arms and sat with her back straight while on his thighs.
He looped his arms around her waist, and he rested his chin on her shoulder. “We both know it is.”
“You already know I turned him down. He is brilliant and charming, but I cannot see my life at his side.”
He whispered in her ear, “What do you see?”
She turned her head to meet his gaze. “Shadows.”
He kissed her, and she turned to fully meet him. Her fingers tangled in his hair, and he gripped her waist tightly.
Absently, Imgrace heard her cousin get to his feet. “Call me when breakfast is ready.”
She smiled slightly, but So’orn had her full attention.
Shatter came in, and he ignored them, sipping a cup of tea and watching the previous day’s newsreels about the new Guardian and speculation on where she had come from.
Imgrace couldn’t care less.
 



Chapter Eight
 
 
Two weeks after her return, she finished her demonstration for the medical board, and the shock of the doctors and analysts was more grim than satisfying.
One of the doctors raised his hand. “How did you discover this frequency?”
“Contact the Citadel. All that I know is that the scan that detected it hurt like hell.” She ran a hand through her hair from her position at the podium. “Voids aren’t voids at all. We contain a piece of Jremat inside us, and we can offer that to others of our world while we travel. It was when the Guardians ran a test on me that I learned I wasn’t the holder of a big pile of nothing. After that, the Citadel trained what was there, and now, I can trot it out at will.”
She didn’t add that she was getting stronger and definitely didn’t mention that she could power an army as long as she wanted if she was properly motivated.
Grace smiled hopefully. “Any other questions?”
A hand at the back rose up.
Grace couldn’t make out the person, but she pointed. “Yes?”
“What about your family?”
That stunned her. “What about them?”
“Have you made any contact with them since discovering that you weren’t a void?”
The voice was vaguely familiar.
Grace shrugged. “No. I haven’t spoken with my parents since my sister was born, confirmed as a talent and they signed me over to automated care. I am sure they are very content with their choices, and I wish them well. I have my life and they have theirs.”
The room muttered and the voice chirped again, “You don’t hate them?”
She looked into the shadows and hoped to make eye contact with the woman speaking to her. “How can I hate them? I don’t know them. They don’t know me. It is better that way.”
She looked around the room at large. “Anything else?”
One of the physicians up front raised his hand. She nodded.
“Grace. Are you single?”
Oh, for the love of... “I am seeing someone and it appears serious.”
The chime rang, and she exhaled in relief. “Good afternoon.”
Her minder came to her and smiled. “There is a cocktail hour, and many would like to speak with you in a more casual surrounding.”
Shadow was picking her up in an hour on his way home from the mop-up after a minor flooding incident down the coast. He had listened to her lecture with amusement.
Grace was now a public figure, and her original identity was now well known, just as Shadow’s, Shatter’s and Link’s were. She hadn’t heard from her parents or sister, but she was getting the feeling that that was not too far in her future.
She followed Dr. Treilat through the halls and into a ballroom where tea, alcohol and snacks were being served. Grace grimaced. It wasn’t an intimate gathering; there were more people here than at the lecture.
Grace tucked her elbows in, checked her batons and straightened her shoulders. Dr. Treilat took her from one conversational group to the next. A young woman with a familiar set of features was in the third group.
“Grace, this is Dr. Kelart of the horticultural centre.”
The gathering grew hushed.
Grace looked at her sister and smiled blandly. “Pleased to meet you.”
Dr. Kelart gave her a long stare. “Guardian Grace, may I speak with you for a moment?”
Grace smiled and looked at the folk around her. “You heard her, please excuse us.”
Keeping control of the situation by dismissing the folk around them was a cheap shot, but it was very effective. Dr. Kelart was suddenly less aggressive.
Grace moved toward her and stood straight. The small nametag that the doctor was wearing pronounced her to be named Grassis. Grassis Kelart.
“What did you wish to speak with me about, Grassis?”
She jolted in surprise. “Um, Mother and Father would like you to cease using your family name. It doesn’t make them look good.”
“Tough. It is my name by birth, and I will continue to use it. What else?”
Grassis looked uncomfortable. “They would also like you to cease speaking about your upbringing after I was born.”
“Too bad. I did very well with the means I was given. I even had to learn to repair the food dispenser when I was thirteen, because I hadn’t had food for three days and they would not respond to my com requests.”
Her sister flinched. “I didn’t know that.”
Grace sighed. “I know you didn’t, but what they need to understand is that I survived my childhood, I survived my adolescence and I remain a survivor to this day. Please tell them that there is no malice involved. I am stating the facts. My position in our society has changed, but I haven’t. They had ample chances to learn who I was, but now, they can watch it as the Guardians haul me all over the globe.”
Grassis nodded. “I understand, I think. It is good to meet you.”
Grace smiled. “It is good to meet you, too. Congratulations on the early doctorate.”
“Thank you, but how do you know that?”
“I know how old you are, Grassis.” She chuckled.
“Oh. Right. Oh, wow. It’s So’orn, the Walking Shadow.” Grassis looked all fluttery, and she swallowed nervously. “He is coming this way.”
Grace chuckled. “I should hope so.”
Shadow came up to her, embraced her and gave her a kiss to curl her toes. Gasps rang through the scientific community, and when he released her, he was grinning. “I want to introduce you to someone.”
Grace’s heart was still pounding. “Me first. Shadow, this is my sister, Grassis Kelart.”
Shadow nodded a greeting. “Pleased to meet you. The only other family member of hers that I have met is Link, and he is a pain in the ass.”
Grassis let out a startled giggle and clamped her hand over her mouth. “Pleased to meet you, Shadow.”
Grace inclined her head. “If you will excuse us? Oh, if you want to talk more, you can go through the base. They can find me pretty much anywhere.”
Grassis smiled. “I will do that.”
Shadow eagerly hauled her through the gathering until they were standing in front of a serious couple in conversation with others of a similar bent. Grace could hear them discussing the ramifications of her being raised primarily by bots and her lack of social interaction.
He cleared his throat, and the group turned to them, several with guilty faces. They had just been discussing the likelihood that Grace threw herself at men to get attention and social interaction.
“Grace, I would like to introduce you to my father, Professor Liro’os Maneki. Dad, this is Grace of the Guardians of Jremat.”
The other sociologists watched as Shadow kept his hand on her back as he edged her toward his father. Grace hissed at him and stepped forward, extending her hand to Professor Maneki. “I am happy to see that his good looks will remain immune to time. With no brains, it would be a shame if Shadow stopped being pretty.”
The room gasped and Professor Maneki cackled. “He said you were made of acid with a good heart. Call me Liro’os.”
Shadow made a face at her, and she made a face back. “You have been talking about me?”
“Only when you sleep.”
Grace winced. “That is extremely creepy.”
Shadow gave her a lascivious grin. “I know.”
She laughed, and his father watched them with a happy expression on his face.
“Just like me and your mother, except she was telling me what to do.”
Grace glanced over to the debaters with the lewd minds. “For your data, I haven’t engaged in any physical or sexual relationships. Until I could take care of myself, I couldn’t trust a talented person not to kill me.”
Liro’os watched his companions scuttle away. “They are going to be working over the ramifications of that for a while. Men always forget that trust is a factor. You have had more reasons not to trust than any woman alive.”
“Yes, but lately, it is less trust than having time to get something started. We no sooner peel off two layers of my suit than an alarm goes off, though I think Link might be setting them off.” Grace grinned.
Shadow squeezed her close to him. “He is taking his position as her kinsman seriously. Even Shatter is getting into it and vibrating us apart at random intervals.”
Grace leaned back against him, comfortable with the public contact. “We will figure it out. I just have to find a medic willing to install protection at my ancient age.”
“You are twenty-nine.” Liro’os was surprised.
“I know. Most girls have it installed at twelve.” She made a face.
“So, you are dependent on So’orn’s protection?”
“Not yet, but eventually, yes. If it fails, you are a grandparent.”
Liro’os laughed. “It sounds delightful. I look forward to the mingling of your genetics.”
“Even if the child has no talents?” Grace raised her brows.
“Especially if she has no talents. I can read emotions, and there is nothing hidden or twisted in you. You have the clean emotions that come from self-knowledge and that makes for a very good parent.” Liro’os chuckled. “Trust me. I am a professor.”
 
Grace stood on the snowy hill and watched the curls of ice crystals tumbling along. She had boosted Shatter so that he could cause a controlled avalanche from a safe distance.
The snow load had been removed from the resort, and they were ready to head home.
“So, are you really going to So’orn’s family home for the holidays?” Urmik Tohl grinned. With a name like Urmik, no wonder he preferred Shatter.
“I really am. I have been chatting with his parents and siblings on the com, and they seem eager to have me.”
He settled onto his cycle, and she climbed on behind him. “Did you get presents for the family?”
She snorted. “Of course I did. I wasn’t always raised in a box.”
He laughed and set them on their course back to the base.
What she didn’t tell him was that in her room were presents for Link and him. Link’s had been the hardest to manage. She had had to creep into the kitchen in the darkest hours to execute it.
It was a labour of love, and she hoped he appreciated it.
 
Imgrace and So’orn were getting ready to leave when she whistled sharply and the bots trundled out. One held a large box that went to Argus, the other box went to Urmik.
Imgrace smiled. “Since I hope not to be with you for the holiday, I prepared something to make your season a little warmer.”
Urmik opened his gift first, wrapping fabric fluttering to the floor. He held up a folded view screen. “What is this?”
Imgrace went up next to him and opened the screen. “This is a data base of women who would not mind spending more time with you. They are all free of romantic constraints and are willing to wait in the wings while you seek a solid match if you want one.”
He blinked. “Really?”
“Yup. On caveat. No sex. You can court as many as you want, but have sex with one and the others will block your number. This is not a buffet. This is to find you a match.”
He grimaced. “Fine.”
There was a gleam of excitement in his eyes despite his glum tone, and to her surprise, he lifted her in his arms and swung her around. “Thank you, Imgrace.”
She looked over at Argus.
He glanced down. “If there is a woman in here, she is very tiny.”
“No matchmaking for you, not yet. You are a trickier fit.” She nodded to the package. “Open it.”
He opened the box, and the scent of baking filled the air. Imgrace smiled as all the men breathed deeply.
Argus took a small pastry out of the box, and he popped it into his mouth. His eyes closed in bliss before they opened wide. She could see his struggle to speak and swallow.
“Yes, it is Great Grandma’s recipe. It is amazing how much family claims you when you are in uniform.”
Argus mumbled, “How did you do this without our smelling it?”
A bot came by and waved a fan.
She giggled. “Every bot in the house was working on containment in the middle of the night.”
He grinned and hugged her. “Thank you. It is the best memory that I share with my favourite cousin.”
Urmik tried to snag one of the pastries, but Argus smacked his hand.
Imgrace giggled and finally pried herself away. “Alrighty. You two are taken care off and now off to shower So’orn with attention under his parents’ roof.”
Shadow snaked his arm around her waist and headed for the small transport that could hold all the presents she was hauling along.
It might be a first meeting, but she was prepared to bribe people into liking her. She was sure that Liro’os would find it fascinating, and who was she to defy research?
 



Epilogue
 
 
Twenty-five Jremat workers floated around the space station, working calmly over their shifts until the next round was ready to go out.
In the middle of the station, Grace sat playing solitaire with dice in zero gravity. It wasn’t easy, but she enjoyed the challenge, and it took her mind off the scowling face of her husband when she had hauled herself out to the shuttle.
“Grace, how are we doing?”
She looked around and suddenly felt a hum under her feet. “I think the gravity is coming on line.”
The dice dropped to the floor. “Yup. Gravity is working. Station is spinning.”
“Good. After this shift, get home. Your husband is driving me crazy.” Link growled.
“He is just upset because I am up here and he is down there. Now that we have gravity, he can probably kick in his part of the plans.”
“I don’t think that is it.”
Imgrace knew why So’orn was mad. They had gotten authorization for a child and the space station construction had begun immediately. She had spent every waking moment and a lot of time asleep up on the station. There had been no time to start the next generation.
“The Citadel Specialists are almost here. This should be the last full week that you spend up there.”
She rubbed her gloved hands along her legs out of habit. “Do you know how petrified I am at the thought of trying for a baby? If it is like me, can I defend it when the time comes?”
“This is a discussion you need to have with Shadow.”
She sighed. “I know. I will set up the next shift, and then, I am on my way home.”
Imgrace was as good as her word. She powered up the next shift, removed the residue from the incoming talents and got her butt on a shuttle home.
 
* * * *
 
Shadow removed his headset. “I thought that was it.”
“You can see why she is nervous.”
“I can. But why didn’t she tell me?”
Link looked at him. “When has she ever put herself in front of us, if not to defend us? You want a baby, so she will have a baby. It doesn’t mean she won’t worry about it. You two together have to come up with a plan in case it is a void.”
Shadow nodded. “We do.”
 
* * * *
 
The child was perfect in every way, and when she held her father’s finger, shadows flickered wildly in the room. She had power from birth, and it was good to know it.
Imgrace sat back while her in-laws cooed over the infant, and she mentally recovered. A healer had already helped her back to normal physically, but the mental adjustment was taking some doing.
So’orn sat next to her and kissed the back of her hand. “You did it.”
“I did. A little girl.”
“A little girl with her mother’s power. Well done.” He grinned.
“We are in for a bit of exertion here. I hope you are up for it, Guardian.”
“With you at my side, I am up for anything. Just one more thing...”
He looked at her with a slow smile in his eyes. “What do we call her?”
Imgrace huffed and lay back against the pillows. “Do I have to do all the work?”
Those in the room laughed, and Imgrace sat back and waited for her child to return to her. Little Saronai Maneki had had a name for the last six months; Imgrace was just waiting until it was time to tell them. She still had a few days to hold the secret between her and her daughter, and then, she would tell the world, and Jremat would listen.
 



 
 
 
Author’s Note
 
 
So, this one was a bit...odd. I could have turned her early years in to a YA novella, but I didn’t. No time. I only had time to get her into the Citadel and work from there.
The idea of a world of superbeings that stopped being super when they left their world amused me. That she had no powers but was instead, made of power, made me laugh out loud. I had no idea until she was in the scanner that she gave off the same power signature.
Surprise!
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