
  
  [image: ]
  

  
  Tricia Williams has been handed over to the Sector Guard, her talent for  tranquilizing  those  around  her  has  become  dangerous  and uncontrolled. The Sector Guard techs rise to the challenge and in no time, Tricia has been outfitted with a uniform that will let her eat and converse in public without putting her in a bubble. Guardian is her new commanding officer and they have met before. When she was a mediator and he was joining the Alliance, she mediated his contract and he took a place in her nocturnal fantasies from that day onward. Now, assigned to Guardian as a partner, Pax has several things to deal with, and her life depends on his attention to detail. If he would stop staring at her butt, things would go a lot smoother. 
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Dedication 






To Twila, sorry, she ended up being Tricia. 






Chapter One 






"So,  you  are  going  to  be  a  Guardsman?"  The  disembodied  voice came  through  the  speakers  to  Tricia‟s  ears  as  she  sat  playing  yet another endless game of solitaire. 


"So      they      tell      me.      Apparently,      Morganti      base      is      making remarkable strides in suit design and usage." 


A  short  laugh  came  through  the  speakers.  "Morganti  base  is doing the design. Udell is field testing them all." 


"Whatever. With the stuff I am giving off, they need to keep it confined and that means life in a suit. I am ready for it. It beats these damned  safety  bubbles."  Tricia  waved  her  hand  to  take  in  the enclosure  within  the  ship  that  was  transporting  her.  "Thanks  for keeping me company, by the way." 


"Anything for another Terran, you know that." 


She  nodded  and  looked  toward  the  speakers.  "I  know.  It  just seems weird that you are enclosed in that tank and I am trapped in a bubble. I feel like we are the newest Alliance exhibit." 


Navigator Agatha Teal laughed through her audio connection. "It does  feel  that  way  sometimes,  but  I  am  really  enjoying  the opportunity to see these worlds and travel the stars." 


"Even from inside the tank?" 


"Even  then.  It‟s  better  to  be  out  and  participating  than  simply watching the worlds go by. If you become one of the Sector Guard, you would see places I can only imagine, breathe air on worlds I can‟t set foot on. Do you think you are up to the challenge?" 


Tricia Williams leaned back and scowled at the speaker. "I am up for anything, but I never expected to be put in this position. To go from a minor-level mediator for station disputes to training at the Citadel, to being over-tweaked and stuck with a system that puts out an  emotional  sedative  was  not  on  my  application  to  the  Alliance when I volunteered." 


"Getting jacks jabbed into me wasn‟t on mine either, yet here we 


are." The matter-of-fact tone was unmistakable. 


She sighed and  straightened  her frown, aware  that  Agatha  was watching her. "You are seriously happy with what you are doing out here?" 


"I wouldn‟t choose anywhere else. If you run into her, ask Pilot about it in more detail. As the first Guardsman, she might have an insight that I lack." 


Tricia  made  a  face  at  the  monitor  and  laughed  outright  as  the image of a hand with the middle finger extended came up  on the screen. "Charming, Aggie." 


"I do try. We are coming up on Morganti. Star Breaker is en route to escort the shuttle in. The staff from the base has already made contact and will be loading you  into  their  shuttle.  This  is  where  I wish you good luck. Once your bubble is unhooked, I won‟t be able to speak to you." 


"I know. It  has  been wonderful  to have  you  to talk  to though. Those  stiffs  at the  Citadel didn‟t  even  want  me  to have a book in here." 


"I  have  passed  your  appreciation  to  the  captain.  I  had  several packs  of  cards  made  for  crew  members  and  he  parted  with  his personal set." 


Tricia  swept  the  cards  into  a  pile  and  tapped  them  square. "Would he like them back?" 


"You know you are under contagion protocols. Anything in that room that isn‟t you is up for scorching." 


She grumbled silently. Her talent had been refined and honed by the Citadel to the point where she could simply touch, speak to or be in the same room with someone and they would go from irritated to placid in an instant. Her very voice was considered toxic and even Aggie had to use an audio filter so as not to be touched by her talent. 


Talent or curse, Tricia couldn‟t make up her mind. She was on the fence as to what the classification for her condition was. 


"The Morganti crew is here. Good luck, Tricia." 


"Thanks for the sympathetic ear, Aggie. I hope to see you soon." 


A laugh came through the speakers as the door to the hold opened to display four friendly faced base staff. "See me or hear me?" 


"Whatever. It was nice to have another human to talk to." 


"Same here—" Her voice cut off as the staffers disconnected the leads to the walls of Tricia‟s bubble. 


Thick  layers  of  clear  plexi  were  sealed  and  without  the  air coming in through the umbilical, she had less than an hour. It was a good thing that the crew that moved her was efficient. 


They trundled her out of the bay in which her bubbled had been installed and into a shuttle bay where a large transport vehicle was waiting. 


Something was wrong. There was no Sector Guard logo on the side  of  the  ship.  Frantically,  Tricia  ran  to  the  com  and  tried  to connect, but there was no answer. 


Her  escort  noted  her  frenzy  and  moved  quickly,  their  eyes keeping  a  look  out  for  any  members  of  the  ship‟s  crew.  Tricia‟s heart sank when a staff member from the Deckar came around the corner and one of her escorts blasted him. 


She was being kidnapped and she couldn‟t get out of the damned cage! 


Wait one fricking moment! Diving to the floor, she pulled up tile after tile until she found the release for the oxygen supply lines. She worked on the tubes until she unscrewed the coupling that led to the outside world and blew through it. 


Two of the kidnappers were watching her in confusion, but when a pleasantly neutral expression passed over their faces, she knew it was working. 


She  continued  exhaling  frantically  into  the  tube  until  all  four were sitting and smiling at each other and she was ready to pass out. It was a transitory effect, if she didn‟t keep it up, they would be on their way within ten minutes. 


A knocking at the window of her enclosure got her attention. A smiling woman in a black and silver body suit waved at her. "Relax. I have got this." 


With her oxygen running out, Tricia slumped to the floor. The strange woman was unaffected by her talent and worked quickly to confine the would-be kidnappers. 


There  was  a  strange  flare  of  light  and  the  cuffed  creatures snapped  out  of  their  stupor.  Tricia  watched  as  the  woman  spoke with  staff  from  the  ship,  including  the  captain.  Worried  gazes touched her through the plexi, but the woman in black patted their arms and pointed at a shuttle. 


The crowd of staff and kidnappers left the shuttle bay rapidly and the woman waited until they were gone before drawing a large circle 


in the plexi and popping it out with her fist. "Tricia?" 


The  rush  of  air  gave  her  a  jolt  and  she  sat up.  "That  would  be me." 


"I am Star Breaker, out of Morganti base. That shuttle is for you. We  will  treat  it  as  contaminated  if  you  wish,  but  I  can  create  a radiation burst that shatters your little druggy pheromones." 


"You sound…" 


"Terran? I am. The true introductions will wait until we get on base. Come on now, we are pressed for time. They need to make a jump and we need to be on the way home." 


Bemused, Tricia staggered out of her confinement  and walked next to Star Breaker until they reached the shuttle. 


The  Guardsman  sealed  the  hatch  and  took  the  controls  with practiced ease. "Come on, strap in. We are burning starlight." 


Tricia  worked  the  harness  into  place  and  held  on  as  they smoothly  lifted  off  the      floor      of  the  shuttle      bay      and      moved effortlessly to the opening doors. 


"This is the shuttlecraft Nero. We are away. Have a good flight, Deckar." 


"Thank you, Star Breaker. Take care of her. She‟s not normally this boring." Aggie‟s voice was acting as the com officer. 


"Will do, Agatha. Keep it on course." 


A few flipped toggles and they were burning fuel and heading for the large whirling planet beneath them. The Deckar powered up and shot off in the other direction and Tricia couldn‟t help but feel that she  was  now  between  a  rock  and  a  hard  place  or  a  planet  and  a vacuum. Either way, it wasn‟t going to be fun. 







Chapter Two 






"Stay in the shuttle. Fixer will be out with a containment suit in a few  minutes."  Star  Breaker‟s  voice  wasn‟t  unfriendly,  simply businesslike. "Don‟t worry, she just has to put her little ones into the playpen  and  then  she  will  be  on  her  way  out  here.  It  was  lunch time." 


"Little ones?" That was the first that she had heard of the Sector Guardsmen reproducing. 


"Sure. Twins. Fixer and Shade have two lovely daughters whom you  will  meet  as  soon  as  you  are  safe  for  contact.  Speaking  of which—" Three knocks on the door interrupted her and Star Breaker went to the hatch door with a grin. "Tricia, look out the window." 


Curious, she did as instructed. A plastic bubble was attached to the outside of the shuttle by a long tunnel. "I am guessing we are leaving?" 


"It seems that the doctor has made provisions for your condition. Fixer is in a sealed suit so she can run the scans without you getting her all dopey." Star Breaker held out her hand and beckoned to her. 


Shrugging, Tricia stood and  left the shuttle,  walking  down  the plastic hall to the domed bubble on the end of it. A cheerful woman with rainbow  hair in  a bodysuit and tool belt greeted her. "Hello, Tricia, my name is Fixer, but when you are on base you can call me Mala." 


Alarmed  by  the  woman‟s  exposed  skin,  she  tried  holding  her breath and backing up. She backed straight into Star Breaker. 


"What‟s wrong?" 


"She doesn‟t have a mask!" 


"Thank  you  for  worrying,  but  I  have  created  an  electro  static filter  that  covers  my  face,  head  and  exposed  skin.  My  suit  is impervious  to  insinuation  by  your  talent,  so  relax."  The  woman reached out and patted her on the arm, her hand flaring gently as she made contact. 


"Was that…" 

"The filter?  Yes indeed.  Now, I  have  created  this  suit  for  you with the filter built in and facing inward to retain your talent. The Citadel gave me all the specs except your size, so if you could just put it on, I will fit it for you and we can start testing." 


The fabric that Fixer was holding was a little bright for Tricia‟s taste.  Deep  crimson  with  gold  bands  and  studs,  it  wasn‟t  subtle. With  the  flick  of  Fixer‟s  finger,  the  inside  of  the  bubble  went opaque. "Come along now, those clothes aren‟t doing you any good and we need to get this checked out." 


Star Breaker held out her hands for the long tunic and trousers that  were  standard  garb  at  the  Citadel  and  no  sooner  had  Tricia handed  them  over,  then  they  burst  into  flames.  "Contaminate protocol, remember?" 


It motivated her to get dressed as quickly as possible and she had no sooner sealed the suit closed then she felt an electricity in the air around her and Star Breaker let off another flash of light. 


"Okay, we are now at a zero contaminant level. Let‟s see if that suit springs a leak." 


Fixer was grinning and she fished out tall boots in the same deep red  as  the  rest  of  the  suit.  "Here,  normally,  we  go  for  Masuo,  but with your talent, having your boots get calm and relaxed could be dangerous." 


Tricia turned from side to side, testing the flex and twist of the suit. "It feels a little loose." 


"I will fix that. Put your boots on and we  will get on with  the fitting." 


From that point on, Fixer, the ultimate inventor in the Alliance, turned  into  a  tailor  with  a  lust  for  the  perfect  fit.  It  went  from comfortable to a second skin and by the time Fixer was done, Tricia couldn‟t  even  feel  the  suit  that  confined  her  and  protected  those around her. 


"There. How does it feel?" 


"Like I am standing here naked, but I am perfectly comfortable. How is the saturation point in the bubble?" 


"Complete  containment.  You  are  free  to  wander  the  Morganti base as long as you are wearing that suit. I will make duplicates of the suit for you as soon as I can. For now, only remove it when you are in the guest quarters and showering. The suits are self-cleaning,  so one will last you for a week or so. The technology inside it needs sonic cleaning, so if you are in a shuttle, you can shower with your suit on." 


Tricia blinked, "That‟s it? One fitting and I am sealed into my suit? How do I use my…talent?" 


"We will get into that after you have been checked out at medical and  shown  to  your  quarters.  You  have  to  do  all  your  practicing inside sealed environments until you have a complete grip on it, so let‟s save something for tomorrow when your partner will arrive." 


Dazed and feeling the small curl of happiness inside her, Tricia giggled until she processed what she had just heard. "Partner?" 


"Yeah, it has  been ascertained that you  will benefit Udell  base the  most,  so  you  are  going  to  be  in  training  with  their  base commander, Guardian." 


"Ah. But that isn‟t until tomorrow? Then is it safe for me to have a meal at the commissary? I haven‟t been able to eat in a room with other people in months." 


Smiling, Fixer unsealed the bubble to lead her out and into the base. Star Breaker followed them with a slight smirk that had Tricia guessing as to what the hell was going on. 


Star  Breaker  had  a  Terran  look  to her  features,  but  Tricia  had seen several species who looked moderately similar to her own. The strange woman in the dark suit could have been any one of a dozen races. 


Tricia‟s  suit  was  rapidly  growing  on  her.  She  enjoyed  the freedom of feeling air, even if it was through the filter, it felt like it touched her skin. The ladies with her got nods of recognition from those they passed, she got curious glances and smiled back when a smile came her way. 


"Come on. Let‟s see if the chefs have gotten out the emergency supplies yet. Fixer has been working overtime and she tends to get a little hungry." Star Breaker was smiling. 


The  moment  that  they  stepped  into  the  commissary,  the  staff went on high alert. Instead of filling their trays, the ladies took a seat and waited. 


"What are we waiting for?" 


Mala grinned and leaned back, her fingers laced behind her head. "They deliver to me. It saves time." 


First, a wave of servers brought beverages with a series of grins  and greetings for Tricia. The outright friendliness of the base staff was enough to make her twitch. It had  been months since anyone came near her  and  here  they  were  offering to  shake  her hand and giving her the welcome of a new staffer. 


"Who is watching your kids, Mala?" 


"Isabi and Kale." 


Star Breaker sputtered on her tea. "Kale?" 


"He‟s getting more practice in." 


Tricia keyed to it, "Practice? Are you…" 


"Yes. It is why I am confined to shuttlecraft and small flares of energy." She dug into her pudding and made a face. "I hate being planet-bound." 


"How long do you have?" 


"Well,  that  is  what  the  doctor  isn‟t  sure  of.  Back  on  Earth,  it would be nine months, give or take, but as the father is of another species…who knows." 


"So, you are from Earth?" 


Star  Breaker  blinked  and  smiled.  "Sorry,  I  am  a  little  off  my etiquette. Carella of Terra, at your service." 


"Tricia Williams, pleased to meet you." She extended her hand and there was a slight crackle as her field touched Carella‟s and the energies fought for the moment of contact. 


Mala smiled and kept eating. 


"Why  is  she  so…hungry?"  Tricia  whispered  it  to  her  other companion. 


"She is a molecular manipulator, but she uses her body‟s energy to power the motion. It drains her and she replaces the energy with food. A mass-for-mass exchange." 


Mala nodded while daintily stuffing her mouth full. 


Tricia  smiled,  "It  is  just  so  nice  to  be  talking  to  people  while eating. I hate being locked in a room on my own all the time." 


"Yeah,  I  read  something  about  that  in  our  briefing.  What happened?" 


She leaned back and took her tea with her. "Well, it all started when the Sector Guard had just started up and I was working as a mediator. The Citadel was negotiating for personnel from Avari and failing miserably. The negotiator was getting aggressive and I told him to calm down. He did. Everyone in the room did. The guards outside took naps." 


"You sedated them." 

Tricia scratched her head. "I think so. Something like that. The Citadel reps immediately had me transferred to their facility and the next thing I knew, I was being trained to expand my mental acuity and the pheromone that my body puts out was tweaked to expand out to fill the area I am in, no matter how big it is." 


"So, why aren‟t you working with the Citadel?" 


"Well, they couldn‟t get it under control once they unleashed it and I have no clue as to what I am doing. Ideally, I should be able to do something else with it, but no one knows what that is. When the Sector Guard offered to take me, I was a little creeped out, but now that  you  have  made  me  safe  for  walking  around  in  public,  I  am feeling better about it." 


Mala  winked  and  then  grinned  with  a  mouthful  of  food  as someone entered the commissary behind Tricia‟s back. 


Carella winced. "Oh lord." 


Trish turned in her chair and swallowed laughter. It was hard, but she managed. Two tiny little girls were walking between two very large men who had been decorated with glitter. 


"It‟s your turn, Mala." The male Selna leaned down and kissed his wife, leaving glitter across her lips and cheek. 


"Tricia, this is my husband, Isabi, that is Kale and the two little terrors are Mabi and Isala." The girls looked excited when they were named  and  one  of  them  immediately  reached  out  to  climb  into Tricia‟s lap. 


"No, no, Isala. You can‟t play with her yet." Mala slithered out from  under  her  husband‟s  embrace  to  stop  her  daughter  from touching Tricia. 


"Um, is something wrong?" Tricia was worried that she had done something to insult either Mala or her children. 


Isala‟s face crumpled and she and her twin began wailing. 


Mala picked up her daughter and Mabi crawled onto Tricia‟s lap for comforting without anyone commenting. 


"Isala looks like her father, but has my talent. The little darling you are holding turns invisible, but is safe for you to hold. Until we get  your  talent  or  your  suit  locked  and  stabilized,  this  little  one here," she hefted Isala, "can open your suit wide  or turn off your field because she doesn‟t like the way it feels." 


Mabi  was  sniffling  and  cuddling  against  Tricia  as  if  she  had  known  her all her young life. Isala  was still sobbing because  she hadn‟t been allowed to go where she wanted to. "Oh. Gotcha." 


Carella      snorted.      "That      little      fiend      in      Mala‟s      arms      has disassembled shuttles because she didn‟t want her daddy going on trips." 


Kale had circled the table and was now sitting next to his wife. "Nice  to  meet  you,  Tricia.  Guardian  arrived  early  and  Effin  is waiting for you in medical. Did Mala drag you in here?" 


She settled the little girl tightly against her and untangled some of the dark rainbow strands of the little girl. "No, I wanted to come. I have not been able to hang out with people for a while and I missed the bustle of a commissary. Now I am thinking that it may have been a bad idea." 


Chuckling, Isabi took a seat and smiled at her. She had to stop the quiver at his  attention. He was  a very  handsome man.  "Mala  will show you to medical and she will try and find the nanny, wherever he is hiding." 


"Come  along,  Tricia.  You  aren‟t  up  to  this  kind  of  social discourse yet." Mala was smiling and at ease. 


She  got  to  her  feet  with  Mabi  in  her  arms  and  Mala  led  her through the halls to medical. "Isabi is…" 


"Yeah, he is. Don‟t worry, he knows what he looks like and likes to  tease  newbies.  When  you  get  to  know  him,  he  is  an  incredible pain in the ass." 


The  little  girl  in  Tricia‟s  arms  looked  up  and  with  a  beatific expression said, "Ass." 


Mala  stopped  and  turned  pink.  "Did  I  just  hear  Mabi‟s  first word?" 


"Perhaps. It could have been…" But the child was not going to let it go. 


"Ass. Ass, ass, ass, ass, ass." Mabi looked proud of herself. 


The  antiseptic  scent  of  medical  let  Tricia  find  her  way,  Mala wasn‟t speaking again. 


A Wyoran was waiting for her, "Effin, I presume?" 


"Yes,  you  would  be  Tricia.  The  new  addition  to  the  Sector Guard. Why isn‟t Mala talking? Unless she is working, she is never silent." 


"Ass. Ass, ass, ass, ass." The small singsong voice rang through medical and the assistants and the doctors started laughing. 


"Mabi  decided  to  speak  her  first  word  after  listening  to  her mother." 


The doctor had tears coming from his eyes as he howled  with laughter. 


Mala gestured with her one hand and Mabi left Tricia to go to her mother. 


"Bye,  Mabi,  Isala  and  Mala,  it  will  be  fine.  Just  increase  her vocabulary as quickly as you can." 


Fixer left her alone with the doctor and Tricia simply had to wait until he stopped laughing. She waited a fairly long time. 







Chapter Three 






"Relay mentioned your little difficulty." He was mopping tears from his eyes as he straightened. 


"It  isn‟t  that  little.  Outside  this  suit,  I  sedate  everyone  around me." 


"I can see where that would be awkward. Come on, hop up here and we will see what we can find on the scanners." 


She took her place on the exam bed and held still as he ran the scanners up and down her body with cool efficiency. 


"Well, the containment suit is working well, so we don‟t  have any worries there. You are in excellent health, but you seem to have a gland just under the thymus that is working overtime. Do you have any alien races in your bloodline?" 


"Not that I know of. So, there is nothing wrong with me?" 


"No. You are in perfect health. Good thing, too, as you will not be under my care. The doctor at Udell base is good but not as good as I am." His eyes were sparkling with amusement. 


"So, this gland could be issuing the pheromone?" 


"Yes, it most definitely is, but the brainwave that you have going right here…" He pointed to a mark on the scan display on the wall. "That is what  controls  them.  Basically,  you  are  turning  them into puppets,  but  you  haven‟t  learned to  control  the  product that  your body is producing, so they are simply slumping into stupors. That is useful in the short term, but it could be a disaster if you don‟t know how to pilot your own craft." 


"I can control them?" 


"Probably.  You  have  the potential. You just haven‟t learned it yet. That is why you are here instead of charging straight to Udell. I will  make  my  recommendations  to  Relay  and  she  will  pass  them along to Fixer." He helped her sit up and waited with a head cocked attentively. 


"What about my…uh, personal cycle?" 


"Your body has suspended it for the time being. When you have mastered your personal chemistry, it will return." 


He was matter-of-fact and she sighed in relief. "Where do I go now?" 


"Well, your base commander is talking with ours, so come with me and I will take you to Relay." 


There  was  something  about  the  way  he  spoke  of  their  base commander that made her ask, "You and Relay?" 


"She‟s my mate. Yes. Most of the Sector Guard are paired off, some of the males only agreed to join with the caveat that they get a female  partner  who  had  the  potential  to  be  a  mate.  For  me  and Relay, well, I rescued her and then refused to leave once she was here. Their doctor was changing his duties, so I took over." 


He had ushered her out of medical and they were now heading down  the  hall  to  a  more  casual  part  of  the  base.  "Guardian  is  a Nhavil, so be prepared." 


That race didn‟t ring a bell in her mind by name, but the moment they entered Relay‟s office, the breath whooshed out of her. "You." 


He was looking at her with the same surprise in his face. "You. Mediator Williams." 


"Yes. Martuas, isn‟t it?" Her mouth kept moving as her eyes took in his height, the breadth of his shoulders, the silver skin, ridges of bone on his forehead, dark curtain of hair and pointed ears. She had negotiated his term with the Alliance and she had no idea that she was  working  on  a  Sector  Guard  contract.  She  hadn‟t  needed  to know. It had been two years since she had seen him, but his presence struck her as solidly now as it had then. 


"Guardian now." His voice rumbled low and she felt her belly do a slow flip. 


"Guardian of Udell base." 


"Base commander, yes." 


"Ah." Oh crap, she was going to have to work with the man who had traipsed through her more X-rated dreams. She was in hell. 


"Your suit is very…" He paused. "Bright, I suppose is the word." 


"Fixer said she could alter it if I was truly unhappy." 


His  own  suit  was  a  dark  version  of  hers—burgundy  and  deep bronze marked his suit. Far more dignified than her blazing red. 


"We will see what she comes up with for a battle suit for you." 


The woman with the headset was watching them with a smirk 


around  her  mouth.  Tricia  finally  realized  she  hadn‟t  introduced herself. "Oh crap. Um, hello, Relay, I am Tricia Williams." 


"Hello, Tricia. Your new designation is Guardsman Pax. Call me Ally. Nice to see yet another Terran join the Guard." She winked. 


"How many are there?" 


"More than six and climbing all the time. Several of our members also have Terran ancestors left over from historical abductions and slave  trades."  Relay  smiled  and  then  her  eyes  went  a  little unfocussed for a moment. 


"Ignore that. She is getting a data pack in via her implants." Effin smiled. "It happens a lot." 


Guardian  was  so  close,  she  could  feel the  heat coming  off  his body. She swallowed and looked way up into his colour-changing eyes. "You mentioned a battle suit?" 


"You are not designed for hand-to-hand combat on a large scale, though  you  will  get  training.  We  have  a  few  Guardsmen  who operate  battle  suits  and  they  have  found  them  to  be  excellent  at defending the gooey centre, as Tech would say." 


"Who‟s Tech?" 


"A member of the Udell team. We have been trying to get a full complement  of  Guardsmen  in,  but  there  is  a  certain  amount  of awkwardness with finding the right match for the right base. I think you will fit in just fine." 


She cleared her throat. "When do I start combat training?" 


"Why not right now?" 


Tricia blinked. "Um, okay. Sure." 


Guardian nodded to Relay and escorted her from the office with a hand to the centre of her back. 





* * * * 





Alessandra looked up at her husband. "Are we even here?" 


He leaned in and gave her a kiss that scorched her toes. "I believe that  we  are,  or  I  couldn‟t  have  done  that.  But,  they  did  react powerfully to each other, didn‟t they?" 


"I think I am going to look up their first meeting. There were enough sparks in here to light my desk on fire." She closed her eyes and  ran  through  the  records  of  Martuas  of  Nhavil  and  Mediator Tricia Williams. 


They had really only met the one time. No shared meals, only the four-hour      session      where      Tricia      had      worked      on      mediating negotiations between Martuas and the Alliance. It was the moment that  he  had  become  a  member  of  the  Sector  Guard  and  she  was destined to be his partner. Fate was a frisky gal. 





* * * * 





"Keep your fists up and left, right, left, right,  excellent."  Martuas was in front of her and she was punching him, well his hands. 


She  had  a  surprising  amount  of  coordination.  Her  brain  still couldn‟t believe that the silver knight of her dreams was standing in front of her and letting her hit him. 


"So, how did you end up with the guard, Guardian?" 


He  ducked  and  she  spun  around,  then  waited  for  her  next opportunity. 


"I      am      impervious      to      drugs,      oxygen      deprivation,      airborne pathogens and psi control. Perfect for working with those who are above the physical norms for their species." 


She punched again and he raised his palms for her to smack into. Her hair swung into her face and she blew at the brown and white strands as she lunged and struck again. 


"Let me guess, also impervious to physical damage and fatigue." She struck rapid-fire and breathed harder. 


"You are very bright. It is nice to see you again." His tone went from light and mocking to deep and resonant. 


She was so distracted by his tone that she missed his palms and fell forward. He caught her and held her upright. "It‟s nice to see you, too, Martuas." 


Their gazes caught and held. He slowly lowered his head to hers and  they  were  an  inch  away  from  a  kiss  when  a  cleared  throat interrupted. 


Snarling,  Guardian  turned  and  moved  between  her  and  the intruder.  Isabi  just  grinned.  "Mala  has  the  mock-up  of  the  suits ready." 


Shaking her head slightly, Tricia nodded, "Great. I see you got the glitter off." 


"Yeah, came right off my hide, Kale is still in the shower with Carella.  Don‟t  know  how  much  that  has  to  do  with  the  glitter  though."  He  shrugged  and  his  smile  stayed  in  place.  "Am  I interrupting?" 


"Um, combat practice." Tricia was dealing with Guardian‟s arm around her waist and his gentle herding to the door. 


"Yeah, that looked like it was dangerous." Isabi was cruising for a smack. How could she have thought he was handsome? He was a shapeless shadow compared to Martuas. 


"Shut  up,  Isabi,  or  those  girls will be  the  last  kids  you have." Guardian‟s low growl was threatening and as Tricia watched, the air waved around him in a sort of a static charge. 


"Sorry, Martuas. Just having a little fun with the new team." Isabi gave a graceful bow and led them to Mala. 


The workshop was incredible. Body suits on mannequins lined the walls, large robots stood near the great doors and what seemed to be a playroom was off to one side. "The girls stay in here?" 


"Only when the nanny isn‟t on duty. Chewalik is supposed to be an around-the-clock nanny, but the girls‟ talents make it a little hard on him, so we take them when we can." 


Mala  was in the corner  welding on something  that was a  cross between  the  bots  and  the  body  suits.  It  was  snug,  feminine  and looked very attractive. 


There  were holes in the suit as well as what seemed to be gas tanks fastened on at random. 


"Mala, what is that?" 


Mala  straightened  and  lifted  her  welding  screen.  "That‟s  your business suit, Pax." 


Guardian was looking amazed and Isabi had an impressed look on his face. 


Pax had to ask, "How do I get into it?" 


Mala went through the steps of backing into the suit and pulling the  grips  on  the  sides  to  lock  it  up  and  around  her  thighs,  the insertion of her arms and the closure of the ribcage followed by the lockdown of the helmet. 


The heads-up display lit to show her the stats of the suit as well as the interior of the room. Mala was looking up at her and then down at a data pad. "Take a few steps, Pax." 


Unlike  the body suit,  she definitely knew she was wearing the battle gear, her thighs flexed and strained, but she took a few steps forward. 


"Raise your arms." 

Sweat was beading on her brow, but she managed to lift her arms. 

"Turn left. Turn right. Bend down. Great." 

Mala was smiling at her. "Now I will connect the battery pack so you can feel the suit with power." 


Pax was shocked. "There isn‟t power to the suit? How can I read the display then?" 


"It powers off body heat for the internal displays and the small camera. The rest of the motors need more power than that." Mala slipped behind her and there was a small click. 


The  suit  came  to  life  and  Pax  was  able  to  manage  the  most delicate manoeuvres with them. "That is amazing." 


"I love my job. Now, come on out to the testing grounds and we will see if you can fly." 







Chapter Four 






The armour easily matched the long strides of Guardian and Shade. The testing grounds  consisted  of a  matting that  inflated  at Fixer‟s touch. "That should hold you if you crash." 


"Thanks for the vote of confidence." 


"No problem. Now think about deploying your wings." 


Pax  thought  about  it  and  jerked  as  the  wings  sprang  from shoulder to hip on both sides. "Whoa." 


"Yeah, I will work on the action. Now, each wing has a fuel cell and each cell powers a blower. Turn them on and if you decide to turn them off, aim for the matting." 


Pax  gave  her  a  withering  look  but  didn‟t  know  if  it  translated through the featureless mask. 


With images of the Terran fan man and early rocket packs going through her mind, she tucked her arms in and tried to trigger the jets. It took three poses before her body was actually comfortable enough to allow her mind to send the signal. 


There was a roar of engines and Pax felt like she was being lifted skyward by her shoulders. The feeling was amazing and when she looked up, she saw Carella waiting for her. The engines propelled her  up  and  Star  Breaker  paced  her.  When  she  felt  she  was  high enough, Pax levelled out and increased speed. 


A voice came through her suit. "Barrel  roll if you want. I will catch you if you fall." 


"You read my mind." She started a slow roll that picked up speed until she felt like she was on the ice with the world spinning past her eyes. 


"Level out." 


She did as she was told and though she was a little queasy, she was  triumphant  as  she  banked  and  turned  back  to  the  cluster  of bodies that looked so tiny down below. "That was cool." 


A rich chuckle through their connection made her smile until she 


heard, "Don‟t get to excited, the landing is the hard part." 


"Oh crap." 

"It isn‟t a problem, just don‟t throttle back too much or you will drop like a rock. Now, follow my instructions and we will get you down safely." 


Star Breaker talked her in. Her landing was not graceful, but she managed a rock-star finish, down on one knee with one hand in the air. She stood up and though they couldn‟t see the grin on her face, she bet that they knew it was there. "That was fun." 


"Excellent. Now fold your wings in and we will get you out of that suit so I can start on the next phase. The dispersal system for your talent." 


"Neat. Let‟s go." 


Guardian was staring at her, but she practically danced on her way back to the workshop. Flying had been wonderful. 


Back at the shop, Mala walked her through getting out of the suit and when she breathed the cool air again, she realised that she had really missed it. 


"Oh,  that  feels  wonderful."  She inhaled and  exhaled  hard until she      noted      the      glazed      look      coming      over      Mala      and      Isabi. "Son-of-a-bitch. The filters on the bodysuit failed." 


She slammed herself back into the suit and Guardian opened the large door to flush the air out. 


"Star  Breaker,  are      you  still  nearby?"      Pax  hoped      so.      The expression on Mala‟s normally animated face was scary. 


"Yes. What is it?" 


"My bodysuit‟s filters failed. Mala and Isabi are spaced out. Can you come in here and flash fry the particles again?" 


"On my way. Where are you now?‟ 


"Back  in  the  armour.  I  am  staying  in  here  until  I  can  get  out safely." 


Guardian was in front of her. "Don‟t worry about it. Things will work  out. There is even  the option of sub-dermal implants if you need them." 


Star Breaker glided in through the open door and a quick flash later, she pronounced the particles neutralized. 


"Okay,  Guardian.  Smack  „em."  Star  Breaker  was  grinning  as Guardian  gave  Isabi  a  short  sharp  slap  that  woke  him  out  of  his stupor. 


"You need to wake your wife, Shade. I will not slap her." 

Isabi lightly slapped Mala‟s face. She came out of it with, "What happened?" 


"The suit filters failed." 


Muttering curse words in nine languages that Pax could identify and  a  whole  lot  that  she  couldn‟t,  Mala  ran  scanners  over  the armour. 


"Damn it. The filters shut off when your heart rate elevated. That will have to be fixed." She twisted her lips into a frown. "I am so sorry, Pax, but we will have to put you into contamination protocol until I get this fixed." 


"Great. How do I get there?" 


"Just walk to that shuttle over there if you like, or you can hike into medical. Your choice." Mala smiled. "It shouldn‟t be more than an hour or two. I just need to build in a failsafe." 


"How will you do it if I am wearing the suit?" 


"I  have  a  few  extra  that  I  mocked  up  for  you.  With  these readings, it shouldn‟t take long to get one up and running." Mala‟s face was all encouragement. 


"Fine. I will wander over to the shuttle and go inside if I have to get out of the armour. Is that okay?" 


"That‟s  great.  Now  if  you  leave  me  alone,  I  will  get  to  work. Isabi, get me some food, this is gonna hurt." She smiled and walked over to a mannequin with Pax‟s suit on it. 


Dismissed,  Pax  wandered  out  into  the  daylight  and  looked around. 


"This sort of thing will happen, you are not the first." 


Guardian was at her shoulder, looking her in the faceplate. 


Desperate to know she wasn‟t alone, "Who else?" 


"Well,  Carella  herself  was  radioactive  if  she  stripped  off  her uniform, possibly still is. Fortunately, her husband is impervious to radiation.  The  same  with  Stellar  Storm  and  her  spouse.  He  is radiation resistant, but the rest of the people around her had to wear heavy protection until she got her body under control." 


"Wow. That makes me feel a little better. Anyone else?" 


A  new  voice  interrupted  them.  "Relay  was  addicted  to  data streams  until  her  husband made  a  point of  prying  her away  from them." Alessandra Wyt, aka Relay, stood a few feet away from them and smiled. 


"Don‟t worry about this set back, Pax. Your talent still works and will not hurt anyone as long as no one nearby  is operating heavy machinery.  Heck,  Mala  and  Isabi  might  even  beg  you  to  babysit with the filter off just so we can find Mabi." 


That reminded Tricia of earlier and she laughed. 


"What was that?" 


"Mabi said her first word." 


Relay looked excited, "What was it?" 


"Oh, I think I will let Mala tell you. When she is ready, after she fixes my suit filters." Chuckling with evil, Pax rubbed the armoured hands together. 


Guardian and Relay kept her company as Fixer went to work and Shade kept his wife supplied with food. 


When the scarlet and gold fluttered toward her, Pax took the hint. "Martuas, can you get me that suit? I will change inside the shuttle so I don‟t make everyone in the area stupid." 


"Excellent idea. I will join you and help you out of your suit in a minute." 


As he walked away, Pax found herself watching the bunch and release of muscles in his back and thighs. 


"Stop  staring,  Trish,  and  get  your  butt  in  the  shuttle."  Relay smiled and waved her on. 


The suit moved well and soon she was inside the shuttle, waiting. 


Guardian returned with the suit draped over one arm and she had a suspicion. "Martuas, are you just trying to see me naked?" 


"Yes. Will it work?" 


She snickered, "Probably. I want out of here." 


She started to unseal, buckle and release the armour. "It‟s funny, I went  all those  months being  confined, but now  that I have  been promised freedom, I want it all the time." 


Stepping  out  of  the  armour,  she  yanked  off  her  boots  and stretched  before  reaching  for  the  closure  of  her  suit.  "At  least pretend to close your eyes." 


"No. I am your commanding officer and I command that you get into      a      properly      working      suit      immediately."      His      grin      was unrepentant. 


As  quickly  as  she  could,  she  removed  the  malfunctioning  suit and took the one on his arm. He didn‟t fight her, his jaw was open slightly and a red tinge flowed into his eyes. 


She slipped the new suit on and sighed as the crackle of energy told her it was working the moment she sealed it. The boots tugged on with a little effort and she was standing ready.  "Okay, a little negative pressure and we will be out of here." 


"What?" 


"We  are  ready  to  leave.  Let  me  just  set  the  ship  systems  to vacuum and we will be on our way." 


She set the atmospheric reversal, the one thing she knew how to do on a shuttle, and when the light went on, she pushed the door as hard  as  she  could.  Guardian‟s  silver  hands  reached  over  her shoulders  and the door  moved easily. Down the steps  and  closing the door behind them, Tricia sighed with relief. 


Mala approached with a scanner  and  nodded  as she  went from head  to  toe  and  back  again. "The  suit  wasn‟t  compatible with the armour, but that won‟t be a problem now. How long did you set the vacuum cycle for?" 


"Ten      minutes,      the      average      length      of      the      effect      of      my particulates." 


"Excellent. I will retrieve the armour and body suit and make the necessary alterations." Mala was proud of herself. "I have made two more body suits for you in case this one springs a leak.  You  will have a collection before you head out to Udell." 


A bit of tension she didn‟t know she was carrying relaxed. Tricia was  terrified  of  being  locked  up  again  because  of  something  she couldn‟t control. 


"Pax, you look exhausted. Guardian, why don‟t you show her the guest quarters." 


"Excellent idea, Relay. Pax, this way." Guardian put his hand to the centre of her back and guided her through the workshop and into the halls of Morganti Base. 


Before they were out of her field of vision, Pax looked back at Mala, who was leaning on Isabi, and Ally, who was talking to her earnestly.  Whatever  they  were  discussing  was  serious,  but  Pax smiled as Mala yawned. 


Sleeping looked like a good idea all around. 


Chapter Five 






Sleeping in the bodysuit was like wearing nothing at all. Tricia was able  to  use  the  restroom  in  the  guest  quarters and she felt almost human when she ran herself and the suit through the sonic cleaner. 


She was back in the sealed suit and decent when she pattered into the  front  room  on  bare  feet.  Guardian  was  seated,  sipping  a  hot beverage, reading a data pad and next to a plate of fresh fruit and cereal. 


"We will be heading out on assignment today. We just need Mala to check you out on the armour and build in the dispersal system if she hasn‟t already." 


A lump of nervous tension swelled in her throat. "That soon?" 


"Yes, there is no deadline for our arrival, but people are dying, so we do need to move relatively quickly." 


Her blood rushed away from her head. "Dying?" 


"There is a war and the Alliance has an outpost in danger, so we have      been      called      in      to      run      mediation,      by      whatever      means necessary." Guardian kept reading as she thudded into the chair next to him. 


Woodenly, she grabbed a piece of fruit and began eating. With all of her time in space, she normally went nuts when she got fresh fruit, but today it could have been dried rations. One day. She had gone from contagion to Guardsman in one day. One freaking day. 


She  munched  her  way  through  the cereal  and  washed  it  down with a cup of hot tea. 


Martuas looked at her once she was finished, "Are you ready to go?" 


"I need shoes." She had no clothing. All of her possessions had been  destroyed  for fear of particulate  contamination. She had  the clothing on her back and whatever uniforms Mala had prepared. 


Numb, she found her boots and pulled them on, joining Guardian near the door. 


"It will be fine, Tricia. You can do this." 

She looked up at him with tears in her eyes. "I am not so sure of that." 


He  leaned  down  and  gave  her  a  swift  kiss,  the  light  touch surprising both of them. "Wow." 


"You said it." Her voice was a hoarse whisper, but  she wasn‟t afraid of the assignment anymore. In fact, she was raring to go, in a multitude of ways. 


"To the workshop then." 


"Sounds good." Her blood was pounding in her ears and she just wanted to get moving. He didn‟t keep her waiting. 


They  were  speed  walking  through  the  halls.  She  nodded  at  a female Selna with a male that looked like a feral Selna throwback, complete with a tail. They nodded curiously at her, but since she and Guardian were on their mission, neither couple stopped. 


In  the  workshop,  a  stack  of  folded  uniforms  was  next  to  a sleeping  Mala  flanked  by  two  little  girls  playing  with  soldering irons. 


"Mala." 


Fixer jerked upright, casually removed the weaponry  from her daughters and smiled. "I had Isabi bring them in so we could test the dispersal unit." 


"You want me to sedate your children?" 


"Oh, yes please." Mala‟s grin was infectious. 


"Fine,  let‟s  get  going.  How  does  the  filter  turn  off  and  on  for dispersal?" 


"Oh that was the problem yesterday. You have to  do a filtered purge before you open the armour. The suit was actually fine, it just didn‟t turn back on and the particulates that got us were the ones that had built up inside, not new ones that you were generating. So, I installed the purge and your new body suits all have the failsafe. If they feel fresh air, they filter." 


Pax didn‟t need to be told twice, she jumped into the suit, lifted, snapped and clicked and she was dressed in under a minute. "What next?" 


"Well,  I  have  turned  my  filters  back  on,  I  turned  them  off yesterday because the welding interferes with them and the sparks are  distracting.  Aim  your  palm  at  the  kids  and  concentrate  on spraying them. I know, it sounds weird." 


Shrugging inwardly, Pax did as ordered. She looked at the little girls and imagined them getting sleepy. Sure enough, there was a light hissing and Mabi started yawning. 


"Keep  going.  We  have  to  be  sure."  Mala  was  watching  her daughters  carefully  and  when  Isala  teetered  and  fell  off  the workbench, it was enough. "You have it. There are valves that are keyed  to  both  your  movement  and  the  broadcast  of  your  mind.  I hope you don‟t mind, but Effin gave me your frequency." 


The  display  inside  the  helmet  told  her  the  instant  she  stopped broadcasting  the  particles.  She  preferred  the  term  particles  to pheromones. It made her sound less like an animal in heat. 


She checked her wings, extending and retracting them. "Okay, I guess I am ready to go." 


"Pax, can you walk the suit out to our shuttle?" 


"Sure. Which shuttle is that?" She cocked her head at him. 


Mala smiled and rocked her sleeping daughters. "The one with the guns. Udell base is the only one with offensive weaponry as well as defensive. It was nice meeting you, Tricia." 


"It was nice meeting you, too, Mala. I hope to come back once I have gotten a grip on this talent of mine." 


"I look forward to it. Expect a delivery of a backup set of armour in a week or so. I am a little backed up right now." 


"Thank you, Fixer. Say good bye to Shade and Star Breaker for me." 


"I will. Now, off you go before Guardian tries to push you to the shuttle." 


Chuckling,  Tricia  looked  over  at  Guardian  and  he  was  indeed fidgeting  from  foot  to  foot.  "Don‟t  we  have  to  say  goodbye  to Relay?" 


"No, she is the one who sent us the assignment. Now go." 


Snickering, she walked out until she hit the tarmac and saw the huge representation of what Guardian considered a shuttlecraft. 


Fixer was right. It had guns. 


Pax  romped  up  into  the  ship  and  was  poking  around  when Guardian casually mentioned, "You can leave the armour now." 


"Oops.  I  forgot."  She  left  the  armour  in  a  back  corner  and  he strapped it in for the journey. Feeling slightly naked, she tiptoed to the navigator seat and strapped in. 


"You have ridden in shuttles before, right?" 


"Yes. I just couldn‟t steer one if you strapped me to the controls." She  grinned brightly  until  she  caught  her reflection in the mirror. "My hair is getting whiter!" 


"That isn‟t natural?" 


"It  is  natural,  it  just  isn‟t  normal."  She  held  up  a  hank  of bi-coloured hair. "It used to be a nice medium brown." 


"I  like  the  white.  It  makes  your  eyes  incredibly  green."  The admiration in his tone was unmistakeable. 


Her face turned hot pink. She could feel it. "Thank you." 


His  grin  exposed  sharp  teeth  and  he  ran  through  pre-flight checks. "You are welcome, but it is true. My eyes see things beyond your spectrum and  the colour in  your  eyes is a  brilliant glow of a thousand colours that have no names." 


His  poetic  statement  was  absent  as  his  hands  moved  through lift-off  protocols.  It  still  warmed  part  of  her  soul,  even  though  it wasn‟t said over flowers and candles. 


She  closed  her  eyes  as  the  shuttlecraft  lifted  off.  The  world wobbled  for  a  moment  before  it  stabilized  and  then  they  were pushing upward through the atmosphere of Morganti. 


Star Breaker flew past their shuttle, waved and then peeled off, the  slight  bump  of  her  belly  noticeable  in  silhouette  against  the morning sun. "Goodbye, Carella." 


"You will see her again. Fixer will want to keep tweaking your suits and making your armour. She is obsessive." 


"I don‟t think Shade minds." 


"As long as she turns to him for help, he will give her whatever she needs." 


"Smart  man."  The  ship  shuddered  lightly  as  they  passed  from Morganti and into the darkness of space. Tricia looked out through amazed  eyes  as  the  guard  base  fell  beneath  her  and  the  universe opened its arms to embrace them. 


"Next stop, Yehl-Gar." He pressed a specially fitted halo to his head and the ship‟s engines took on a new pitch. 


Pax didn‟t have time to prepare for the jump, one moment they were past Morganti‟s moon and the next they were in two places at once. The disorientation lasted for a second before they were gliding through a new star system. 


"All  right,  Pax.  This  is  the  situation.  The  Alliance  outpost  on Yehl-Gar is under  siege.  The  locals  have  taken  to  shooting  down  any attempts at rescue, so in order for me to land, you will have to put on your armour, drop down to just over ground level and sedate the  population  so  I  can  get  the  shuttle  in  to  remove  the  Alliance personnel." 


"You are kidding." 


"I am not. You will be fine. Simply fly over the camps and sedate them. I will land in the outpost and retrieve the staff. You meet me there and away we will go." 


"Are you insane?" 


"No. We have one stop before we hit the surface, so I wanted to make sure that you know the details before we inform the captain of the Alliance warship of our plan of action." 


"If there is a warship, why are we here?" 


"We are trying to stop loss of life. The folks here are peaceful, usually.  There was an issue with the Alliance Rep defiling a high priestess with a handshake or something and the whole thing spun out of control. Five dead and countless wounded. There are fifteen Alliance personnel at the outpost and they will all fit quite snugly on this shuttle." 


"That sounds like quite the plan." 


"I like it. Now, we are heading in to dock with the warship. It is hidden behind that moon." His gesture led her gaze to the bulk of a blue-grey rock rotating gently in the stellar night. 


Their  shuttle  glided  silently  toward  the  back  of  the  moon  and suddenly, the ship appeared, bathed in the light of the golden-white sun. 


"This  is  the  Udell  base  shuttle,  requesting  docking  on  the Koreff." 


"This is the Koreff, identify the Guardsmen please." 


"Pax      and      Guardian      attending      for      rescue      and      retrieval      on Yehl-Gar." 


"Please follow the beacon and Guardsmen, thanks for coming." The voice was masculine, but the relief was genuine. 


The Alliance was protective of its Reps and having them locked down with only severe loss of life as a rescue option was never a good thing. That was one of the prime reasons that the Sector Guard was being given almost unlimited funding. They did the job and got out before things could get out of control. 


The captain was waiting for them as soon as they left the shuttle.  He  shook  their  hands  and  led  them  through  the  ship  to  the boardroom. 


Pax kept an eye out for any slack jaws or unusual signs of fatigue in the staff that they passed. The new suit seemed to be containing her nicely. 


Sitting  across  from  Guardian,  she  had  a  hard  time keeping  her attention  on  the  captain  as  he  outlined  the  situation,  the  staff involved and the deadline. 


"We  need  to  get  them  out  of  there.  The  Tival  representative is being held at the temple, but the rest are pinned down in the outpost. The Tival government have given their rep up for dead, but the rest of the staff needs to be evacuated with little to no loss of life." 


He brought up a map and Guardian went over their plan of attack or plan of passivity in her case. 


The  captain  raised  his  eyebrow,  "Are  you  sure  that  Pax  can sedate that large a population?" 


"I am sure of it. Will you be standing by with medical attention ready?" 


"I will." 


"Then  let‟s  get  this  underway."  Guardian  got  to  his  feet  and extended his hand to her as he walked around the table. 


The  captain  raised  his  eyebrow  again  as  she  took  Guardian‟s hand and let him tuck it into his elbow. In her mind, they looked like two tropical birds. 


He led her back to the shuttle and they got into their seats silently. He requested and was granted clearance to launch and they were on their way. 


"When are you going to mention the price on my head?" Pax felt it necessary to fill in the silence. 


"You know about that?" 


"Yes. It was why I wasn‟t surprised when the new suit was given small  defensive  weaponry."  She  smiled.  "Mala  didn‟t  mention  it, but  the  internal  display  showed  it  when  I  was  last  in  the  suit. Speaking of the armour, when do I get in there?" 


"Now  would  be  good.  The  price  on  your  head  will  disappear when  you  are  firmly  integrated  into  the  Sector  Guard.  A  few warlords  thought  that  having  you  on  hand  would  enable  them  to control  a  large  population.  They  offered  a  substantial  reward  for your capture, alive." 


She wobbled to the back of the shuttle, only her mind making her unstable as she walked. She unlashed the armour and stepped into it, sealing her body behind metal and technology. 


Just to make sure, she test fired her vents and the internal display gave her a complete bill of health. 


"Aw geez. I shouldn‟t have done that." 


"Why not? Testing your suit is important to your survival." 


"Because now the sedating particulates are in the shuttle." 


He looked at her over his shoulder and grinned. "I won‟t tell if you don‟t. I have no objection to knocking out panicked staffers." 


The  ship  was  vibrating  lightly  as  he  entered  the  Yehl-Gar atmosphere. "Are you ready for deployment, Pax?" 


She  checked  the  door  and  then  cursed  fluently  and  out  loud. "When  were  you  going  to  tell  me  I  have  to  drop  and  deploy  my wings?" 


A  rich  chuckle  came  through  the  speakers  inside  her  helmet. "Right about now." 







Chapter Six 






Screaming  was  her  instinct,  but  she  kept  her  mouth  shut  and concentrated on opening her wings as she fell from the shuttle. The sudden deceleration made her sigh with relief. "This is Pax, gliding in to begin cover spread on the camps." 


"Acknowledged. Monitors for activity are up and running. The moment  they  slow  down,  I  am  going  in.  Will  meet  you  at  the outpost." 


"Done  and  done."  She  welcomed  the  silence  as  the  internal display  showed  her  the  speed  at  which  she  was  falling  and  the forward momentum as she glided lower and lower. 


The first missile exploded on her left, causing her to flinch and throwing  her  into  a  bit  of  a  wobble  that  took  some  effort  to straighten out. The next missile was greeted with a short blast from the cannon that popped out of her wrist. 


With people getting close enough and the wind in her favour, she opened her vents and kicked on the engines. Instead of blowing up the missiles, she  simply  wove between them, her internal display giving her plenty of warning. The strikes stopped after she had done her first fly-by. 


Two more passes and there was no visible activity beneath her. 


Sighing and breaking rescue protocol, she swung by the temple to see a Tival rep chained out front, smiling in a stupor. Wincing, she landed and blasted his chains free. He couldn‟t walk on his own, so she attempted a standing lift off with him in her arms. No good. His weight off-balanced her. 


"This is Pax. I have retrieved the Tival rep and we are returning to the outpost. On foot." 


"Pax, I am  going to  turn  you  over my  knee.  Get  your  ass  over here, now." 


She folded in her wings and started to run, leaving her vents open and giving the occasionally alert citizen a face full of Pax. 


The  outpost loomed in front of  her when  something struck  the centre of her back. She threw the Tival rep forward and willed him to keep going.  Whether  he  did  or not was not her concern as she turned to face the mech that was walking toward her. 


Steel and  blasters was all that filled her vision. The driver was inside and therefore impervious to her talent. Damn it. 


"I am engaging a mech. The rep has been sent forward and I hope he can walk. How are you doing, Guardian?" 


A loud series of curses rang through her speakers. "I am loaded and on my way. The rep is at the door, giggling." 


"Good, tuck him in and come and get me." She aimed her small weapons  at the driver‟s air-supply hoses. She jumped and dodged the blasts as the larger suit fired shot after shot. 


She knew she had nicked something when the mech  stumbled. Her mind danced with triumph until she realized that it was falling toward her. 


The forearm of the suit struck her hard, metal screamed and the vents hissed as the mech went down and took her with it. "Balls." 


She could still breathe and the suit was protecting her from the dead weight, but motion was difficult. Pax concentrated on pushing herself down and out, inch by inch. She had worked her way free to her  hips,  her  legs  the  only  thing  left  trapped,  when  silver  hands yanked hard on her ribs and she slid free. 


"We are going to have some detailed discussions on your battle tactics, Pax." He helped her get the armour to the shuttle and while she  wedged herself against  the rear bulkhead,  he  sealed  the doors and took off. 


Guardian was pissed. Pax knew that much. She winced as she felt something sticky on her left side. Her armour‟s display was showing that her body was in distress. 


"Guardian?" 


"Yes." 


"I  think  I  am  leaking."  She  felt  a  little  dizzy  and  heard  more cursing right before she passed out. 





The bubble was back. Medical bays in Alliance warships were all the same, but this one had that extra something, a contagion bubble with a bed inside it. Guardian was next to her, his frown making his face extremely threatening. 

"You let a mech fall on you." 

"Let is a peculiar word." 

"You let a mech fall on you." 

She smiled sheepishly, "Yes, I let a mech fall on me. I was so excited  that  I  hit  his  air  supply  and  made  him  susceptible  to  my talent that I didn‟t watch where he was falling. He fell on me." 


"You will engage in some tactics training the moment we arrive on Udell. When something is falling toward you, you move." 


She looked down and his hand was covering hers. "I am guessing there was a problem getting me treated." 


"The doctors stayed outside the bubble and talked me through it. You had a large puncture in your side and I had to seal it. I have no medical  training  so  you  may  have  some  scar  tissue  there."  He touched her side lightly through the sheet covering her. 


"Why are you in here with me? You could have used remotes to patch me up." 


"I didn‟t want you to be alone. Something tells me that you have been alone a little too much." He kept her hand in his as he sat on the edge of the bed. "All staff members of the Alliance outpost  have been retrieved successfully and even the Tival rep was found to be in  excellent  health  and  has  offered  a  complete  apology  to  the Yehl-Gar temple and population. Provided that they do not include Tival  in  the  party,  the  Yehl-Gar  is  willing  to  consider  re-opening negotiations for the use of their planet as a strategic outpost." 


"So,  aside  from  my  little  squashing  incident,  a  successful assignment." 


He sighed, a heavy gust that showed his frustration. "Yes, it was a success. Now, we are waiting for a suit for you from the shuttle and we will be on our way to Udell. By the way, you are currently not producing particulates. The bubble is just here for protocol." 


She didn‟t believe him. "You are not serious." 


"I  am and the pigment on your hair is completely gone. It  is  a white and translucent waterfall." He lifted  a hank of her hair and smiled. 


"Completely white? Wonderful." 


"I think so. Ah, here is your suit." The attendant slid the folded fabric onto the floor and Martuas lifted the hatch in the bubble and retrieved it through the small airlock. 


He glared at the attendant until the younger man made a run for  it. "Come on. Let‟s get you into this suit. Your other one is ruined." 


"Big hole." She sat up carefully, a stabbing pain in her side. The sheet slid down and Martuas‟ appreciative gaze ran over her. 


He shook his head to focus and assisted her to drape her legs over the  edge  of  the  bed,  fitting  her  feet  into  the  matching  leg  and working it up her legs with awkward but steady motions. 


When it was up to mid-thigh, he helped her down off the table and tugged the suit up to cover her hips and belly while supporting her with one hand. It wasn‟t graceful, but it got the job done. 


Her hands went into the sleeves without trouble and he eased the suit  up  over  her  shoulders  and  sealed  the  suit  carefully.  The immediate crackle made her sigh with relief. She may not need the filter, but it was now a security blanket until she could find out what the hell her body was doing. 







Chapter Seven 






It felt odd to  be carried  like an infant  through the  ship, but it got weirder when Pax realized that there were no other staffers in the halls. "Where is everyone?" 


"They cleared the halls for you when I asked for your uniform. They were all suitably impressed on the effect that the residue inside the armour had on the medical team. They sat and smiled for a good half hour." 


He was shaking his head at the foolishness of the ship‟s crew and she  punched  him  weakly.  "Not  everyone  is  impervious  to  it, Guardian." 


His grin mocked everyone else. "I am, therefore everyone else is weak and a sissy." 


Her giggles trailed behind them in the hall. The shuttle bay was as  empty  as  the  rest  of  the  halls,  but  their  shuttle  was  a  shining beacon in the open space. "We are going to Udell?" 


"We are. Be on your best behaviour, we can‟t just open a window if you spill particles. The atmosphere of Udell is not breathable by most species." 


That was a snag she had not anticipated, but her spirits were high until she noted the wreckage of the armour left in the hold of the shuttle. "You had to get me out with a can opener." 


"I  will  say  yes,  whatever  a  can  opener  is.  We  had  to  use everything  to  pry  you  out  of  that  armour.  With  the  damage,  it couldn‟t open." He tucked her into the navigator seat and buckled her in. 


He sealed the hatch and as she turned to watch him, she noted the darker patches on his suit. Her blood. "I bled everywhere, didn‟t I?" 


"Yes. The staffers were more scared for you than the air strike that began as we flew from the surface." He buckled in and did a systems check. "I am going to have Tech take a look at that." 


She looked down and followed his gaze to a lavender light that 


flickered slowly. "What is that?" 


"It‟s  an  air  filtration  system  marker.  I  am  guessing  that  your particles      can      be      harvested.      It      might      be      handy      to      know      for crowd-control purposes." 


She snorted as they lifted and turned to head for the exit. "Right. They  can  give  it  to  enforcement  teams  and  use  them  as  gas grenades." 


Guardian had an expression on his face that made her think she had not just made a joke. 


They left the warship without a word and he immediately set a course for the largest planet in the system. "We are on our way to Udell. The warship will head to a jump site and leave the system." 


"Wait, we are there already?" 


"Of course. The warship jumped here while you were out." 


"Where is the protocol? The formal take leave of the ship?" 


Guardian grinned and it was not a pleasant smile. "The captain and I had a slight disagreement as to your treatment. He wanted to leave you in the armour until we reached Udell and I disagreed." 


His hands flexed on the controls and his words made her think that physical violence had come into it. "You punched him." 


"Oh  yes,  several  times."  There  was  savage  satisfaction  in  his tone. 


She didn‟t have time to query him further. 


"Shuttlecraft, this is Udell base, please identify." 


"Sorac, this is Guardian and our new recruit, Pax. Please direct us to an available airlock and I will park this thing." 


"Yes, Guardian. Lock four is available." 


"Excellent. Coming in." 


The thick cloud layer rocked the ship from side to side in a slow roll.  Guardian  slipped  them  through  the  layers  of  atmosphere smoothly  until  a  huge  bubble  of  a  base  expanded  under  them. Numbers  were  painted  on  the  top  of  the  dome  and  small  halls extended  from  the  bubble  to  open  areas,  some  of  which  were occupied by ships. 


He set the shuttle down smoothly and they waited until the noise of the umbilical column touched the side of their ship. 


"Welcome home, Pax." Guardian picked up the folded uniforms and handed them to her before he picked her up and carried her into Udell base for the first time. 


Tricia bit her lip as she thought of the Terran traditions involving crossing thresholds, all of which applied in this case. 


"Our  physician  is  Helsin.  He  is  a  good  physician,  even  if  his colours  are  garish.  He  will  assess  you  before  I  show  you  to  our quarters." 


She blinked. "Our quarters?" 


"Yes. You cannot be quartered with the others due to your talent and you are my partner, so you will share quarters with me. You will not be alone again." His voice was tender as he whispered the last words. 


Tears  welled  up  in  her  eyes  and  she  was  sniffling  when  he brought her to Udell medical. 


The doctor was made up of primary colours, red skin, blue hair and yellow eyes. He was at her side in a second. 


"How badly is she injured?" 


"She is healing. I brought her to you because her doctor on the ship left a little to be desired." Guardian smiled down at her as he placed her on the exam table. 


"Hello, Helsin, is it? I am Tricia or Pax." 


"Hello, Pax. I will be your doctor today. What was the problem? Those warships usually have top-of-the-line medical staff." 


"I  was  on  contagion  protocols  and  Guardian  punched  out  the captain, so Guardian had to do the patchwork." 


Helsin looked surprised, but he started the scans that would tell him if there was additional damage. "What fell on you?" 


"A  mech.  Cracked  my  armour  like  a  nut."  She  tried  to  put  a chipper tone on it, but Helsin‟s face was serious. 


"You have stress fractures on three limbs as well as some internal bleeding. I will need to do some surgery." 


Whatever was going on with her talent, she really hoped that it did not flare up while he was working on her. There was no other way to get the care she needed. 


"You are familiar with her status?" 


"I am. She seems to be dormant right now, I will keep the sensors on and if her talent flares, I will use the bots to finish, but I need to get her into surgery now." 


That was the last thing Tricia remembered, the changeable eyes looking down at her with concern while the bright yellow ones took on a determined expression. A slight hiss and everything went dark. 


Light coursed across her lids and she felt good. Better than good. Aches and pains that she had woken up with the last time were gone. 


"Good morning, Tricia. I hope you slept well. I have some work for you to do." Martuas was sitting and reading on one side of the bed. He was fully clothed but wearing dark trousers and a matching shirt instead of the burgundy uniform. 


He looked very much like an administrator today. 


"What?" Her voice was hoarse. 


"Get showered and dressed and I will show you what I need you to do." 


Bemused by her recurring nudity, she slid out from underneath the covers and sprinted to the bathroom. He was looking. She could feel it. 


The  mark  on  her  side  was  pink  in  the  mirror  and  about  three inches long. "Ouch." It was worse than she had imagined, she must have popped like a grape. 


She shuddered at the memory of blood smearing the inside of the shuttle and the sinking feeling that it was all hers. 


"Bleah." Tricia stepped into the shower and enjoyed the feeling of water coursing over her skin. The white and silvery tumble of her hair  ran  over  her  breasts  and  improved  her  mood  even  more. "Double bleah." 


The  dryer  jets  came  online  and  she  was  ready  for  action  in seconds, her hair waving wildly with static. Her pigment-free hair didn‟t like blowing air. 


A  horrific  thought  came  to  her  and  she  spun  to  look  at  her reflection. Oh, thank goodness, her eyebrows were still dark brown over  green  eyes  with  black  lashes.  An  image  of  translucent eyebrows had sent a thrill of terror through her. 


She poked her head out of the bathroom and scowled at Martuas. "Where are my clothes?" 


"We are engaging in an exercise of self-control. Your clothing is in the wardrobe." 


Grumbling and  self-conscious,  she darted  to  the  wardrobe  and was dismayed  to  find nothing in  it except a  long black dress  with long sleeves. She heard Martuas move behind her, so she threw on the dress and tugged it down over her hips with only a slight wince of pain. 


"Where is my uniform?" 

"You will not  be in  uniform unless you  are  off  world.  No  one here will fault you for a slip of control, but it is up to you to keep your talent in line." 


She  pondered  that  and  slipped  on  a  pair  of  sandals  that  he extended to her. "Are you sure sedating your staff is fine?" 


"Yes.  This base  could  use more  peace  and quiet."  He  grinned. "Now for another matter." 


It was all the warning she got before he pressed a kiss to her lips that rapidly went from warm to seething. She pressed against him from chest to hips and he wasn‟t touching her anywhere except her lips. It was her hands clutching at his shirt and pulling him into her that was forcing the contact. 


Her stomach growled and she jerked back, embarrassed. "Sorry. I guess it has been a while since…breakfast?" 


Martuas‟ lips were swollen and the swirling red in his eyes made her knees quiver. "In the other room. I didn‟t want to wake you." 


She edged around him and blinked at the glass of liquid on the table. 


"Drink that and we will go to the commissary. The sooner you get used to the staff and guardsmen, the better off you will be." 


Grimacing,  she  drank  the  thick  liquid,  recognizing  protein powder and the sweetness of wild honey. 


She shuddered as  she finished her glass and followed Martuas out of their rooms and through the halls. 


It was time to see her new home. 







Chapter Eight 






The commissary was buzzing with activity. "Oh good, I didn‟t sleep in." 


He grinned down at her. "This is lunch." 


"Damn." 


With her belly lined with the protein shake, she was able to make her selections with a clear head. No faces clouded over and friendly men greeted her wherever she went. "Uh, Martuas. What is the ratio of men to women here?" 


"Over ten to one depending on which of our crews are in. Right now, only Stellar Storm is on Udell and she lives off base." He filled his own tray and followed her to a table. 


"Is my being here going to be a problem?" 


"No, why would it?" 


"Um,  no  reason.  I  have  just  seen  that  when  the  women  are limited, the men get stupid." She was blushing. 


"You are my partner, they know what that means." 


She  nodded wisely and  he finished  his sentence.  "Even  if  you don‟t yet know what it means." 


Tricia shrugged and dove into what felt like the first real meal in forever.  Men came  by  to  be  introduced  and  one  name  caught  her attention as she shook hands and stuffed her face. 


"Sorac, the guy on air traffic control." 


The  Azon-blend  smiled  at her  with a shy grin. "I also man the laser cannon." 


"Nice  to  meet  you,  Sorac."  She  extended  her  hand  and  the moment he touched her, his eyes glazed over. 


She  pulled  back  sharply  and  looked  over  at  Martuas.  He  was unconcerned. "Sorac, go finish your lunch and enjoy your shift." 


"Yes,  Guardian."  He  snapped  to  attention  and  returned  to  his table where his friends started a round of mockery and elbowing that escalated into shoving. 


"Pax, if you can control your talent, now would be a good time. Just blow them a kiss. That should do it." 


She caught on and focussed on exhaling particulates. She pursed her lips and blew a thin stream at the table that was causing a ruckus. It took a few seconds, but the men blinked and slowly returned to eating quietly. 


"Wow.  I  can‟t  believe  that  it  worked."  She  was  grinning foolishly and she knew it. 


He chuckled and sipped at his tea. "Helsin combined his findings with Effin‟s and what we discovered was that you were in transition. You  completed  the  transition  by  actively  using  your  talent  on Yehl-Gar.  It  explains  the  bleaching  of  your  hair  as  well.  You underwent a chemical transformation." 


It was a surreal conversation to be having over the Udell version of bacon and eggs. "I transformed?" 


"One of your ancestors was Shasil. That explains the extra gland that Effin pointed out." 


"You read my medical file?" 


"Of course. I am the base commander after all. I need to know all the foibles of the guardsmen under my care." 


"What the heck is a Shasil? I haven‟t heard of that race." 


He grinned, "They are a sister race of my own. The Nhavil. In a full-blooded  Shasil,  the gland  would  be  used  to  attract  a  mate  or control one‟s children." 


Tricia blinked for a few seconds before breaking into bright peals of  laughter.  Several  faces  looked  in  her  direction,  but  none  were hostile.  "Are  you  serious?  What  does  your  species  use  the  gland for?" 


"Just  the  mate  attraction  portion.  The  Shasil  disappeared  as  a species a few hundred years ago. They interbred with other species and simply ceased to exist. I am guessing that one or more came to your planet sometime in the last thousand years." 


"And joined his or her genes to my ancestors." 


"Correct.  There  are  quite  a  few  members  of  the  Guard  with Terran genes but mainly due to the slave trade. Terrans have always been rather attractive from the slave trader‟s point of view due to your frequent mating seasons." He made the observation in such a detached  manner  that  she  couldn‟t  take  umbrage,  but  part  of  her tried. 


The  Terrans  were  matches  for  so  many  species  that  their breeding      habits      were      almost      a      joke      in      the      Alliance.      Their twenty-eight-day  oestrus  cycle  didn‟t  help  matters.  Most  of  the species  went  into  heat  once  a  year,  not  once  a  month.  Many dwindling races  were putting bids in to get those Terran genetics into their lines. It was unsurprising that centuries earlier, one of her ancestors had done the same. 


She kept quiet and finished her brunch, smiling at the attendant who  cleared  away  her  empty  plates  and  refilled  her  tea.  "It  feels weird to think that I have genes from an alien race running around in me, not to mention having extra bits that my relatives probably have as well. Come to think of it, one of my cousins had thyroid surgery when  I  was  a  teenager.  Maybe  they  removed  the  scent  gland instead." 


"It wouldn‟t activate in every one of your relatives. Your talent for mediation activated it when your mind went out seeking others during the negotiations." He shook his head. "The Citadel rep only saw your mental talent and ignored the possibility that you came by it honestly. The Shasil were known telepaths and empaths." 


"Wonderful. Do you think I am stable now?" 


"Your talent is stable. Your body needs a little fine tuning." 


She cocked her head. "Like what?" 


"You are about to go into heat. Helsin confirmed it. When you do, your Shasil side will emerge and you will become aggressive about seeking your mate." 


Red was a pale description  of the colour she was turning. Her voice couldn‟t manage a squeak. 


"It  isn‟t  a  matter  for  embarrassment.  Helsin  can  give  you  a subduing shot  to hold it off or simply birth control if you wish  to ride out your heat so that it will not happen until next year at this time." 


"How long do I have?" 


"A day or so." 


She  groaned  and  buried  her  face  in  her  hands.  "This  is  not happening." 


"I  beg  to  differ.  It  is  indeed  happening.  My  senses  are  on overdrive because it is happening." His voice was still resonant, still weakened  her  knees,  but  now  there  was  an  inner  pulse  that  was demanding her attention to go along with the rest. 


"Birth control." 

His face lit up like a kid‟s at Christmas. "Really?" 

"Yes. I don‟t want to go through it frequently and I hate to take medication      when      there      is      another      option      for      my      day-to-day survival." 


"Let‟s  go to  medical then.  Helsin is waiting."  He  straightened, grabbed his data pad and stood, holding out his hand to take her with him. 


"I can‟t believe I am doing this." 


"I can‟t believe you are either. Quick, don‟t wake me up." 


She snickered and took his arm, snuggling against him with the side of her breast rubbing his bicep. 


"Stop that." 


"What? Just warming up. It has been a while for me." 


"Really? How long?" 


She thought about it carefully. "A year or two." 


"Good, if you had a current lover, this might not work." 


"My  time  at  the  Citadel  made  sure  that  I  would  not  have  any current attachments." 


"Remind me to send them a fruit basket." He winked as he used the Terran reference. 


She made a mental note to ask him about that later. 


The trip to medical was anti-climactic. She explained her choice to the doctor and received a shot in return. 


He nodded to Martuas and wished them congratulations. 


"Are we formalizing something here?" They were walking arm in  arm through the halls  and  he  turned  into the deep  green  of  an indoor forest. 


"This is our primary oxygen supply and the means by which we are able to live on Udell." He led her into the heart of the trees and picked a flower for her. The rich, creamy white bloom with green leafs carried a scent that made her dizzy. 


"I ask you to accept me as your partner, mate and commanding officer." He winked. "Your skin is as creamy as this flower, your hair as pure and your eyes echo the green of the leafs. The scent you give to the world makes the perfume of this blossom a pale whisper on the wind." 


She  looked  up  at  Martuas  as  he  spoke  about  her  and  her colouring, when he talked about her scent, it suddenly made sense  that he would not be affected by  her  the same way  everyone else was. No male could be rendered useless and passive in the presence of his female by her scent if he wanted to earn her trust and prove his worth. 


"I accept you for all you are and all you will be." She took the flower from him and tucked it over her ear. 


He came close to crushing her with his hug and his kiss stole her breath. "I know your heat hasn‟t started…" 


"Let‟s  head  back  to  our  quarters  and  practice.  Wouldn‟t  do  to suffer stage fright on the day." She grinned and he swept her into his arms for the sole purpose of making her his. 


Inside their rooms, her dress hit the floor and his shirt suffered a tear as she removed it in a frenzy. His skin was the same muscled silver  all  over,  with  darker  pewter banding  his  erection  when  his trousers were flung across the room onto his boots. 


Tricia  didn‟t  know  where  to  start,  she  simply  stroked  and touched everything she could reach until he pinned her hands over her  head  to  assert  his  masculine  prerogative.  His  body  fit  hers perfectly and too soon, she found her nails digging into her palms as her body arched into his violently. 


His determined beat turned savage and in a roar of satisfaction with his eyes blazing like hot coals, he emptied into her, then came to rest on her with a happy growl. 


She waited until his heart and hers had stopped pounding before she asked, "Why are you so cheerful?" 


"Do you remember when I told you my body was impenetrable?" 


"You said impervious, but yes." 


He leaned down and gave her a kiss that started the pulse in her belly all over again. "I am very glad yours isn‟t." 


Her gasp of shock was cut off by his kiss and when he started to move again,  she  lost  the  urge for outrage in favour of the  joys of penetration. 


Chapter Nine 






Her heat lasted for  three days. When  Martuas  let her out of their rooms, it was only because Fixer and Shade had arrived to do some repairs to her armour. She was quite sure that he would have kept her there as long as he could have gotten away with it. 


"Hey, Mala. How are you?" 


"It is wonderful to see you so soon, Tricia. Where is your suit?" Mala was looking nervous. 


"It is no longer mandatory. I have finished my personal evolution and  am  no  longer  dangerous."  She  hugged  Mala  and  when  the woman gave her a relaxed smile, she knew it had worked. 


Manipulation  through  physical  contact  was  new  to  her,  but Martuas let her experiment on all of his exposed skin and she had gotten quite a few direct reactions when he had sworn he could not manage another round. 


Mala needed to be reassured, so that is what Tricia put into the touch. 


"They  put  my  armour  into  the  storage  area.  Come  this  way." Tricia was wearing a jumpsuit that Stellar Storm volunteered when Nich and Andra had had dinner in their quarters the night before. Tricia  was already  done  with her heat, but  Martuas had taken  the whole week off, so she had been at his disposal. She had insisted on meeting more of the local Guardsmen and he had insisted it be in their quarters. Dinner in the front room had been the compromise. 


Mala looked around her curiously. 


"The ratio is ten to one, men to women. Freaky, I know." Tricia waved at a few of the men she remembered meeting and in a few minutes, she and Mala were facing the wreckage of her armour. 


"Holy stars! How did you survive that?" 


"The initial impact was just a crushing force. I still have no idea how I got the puncture in my side. The rest of the damage was made when they tried to pry me out of it." 


Mala was circling the suit. "You were struck from behind as an initial blow." 


"Yup. Knocked me to my knees." 


"It blew out the releases right then and there. The crushing force just locked it up." Mala stretched and flexed her fingers. "I can fix this." 


"I will get you some sandwiches." 


Mala wasn‟t listening, Fixer was touching and caressing metal and it was answering her call. 


Tricia  was  halfway  down  the  hall  when  hands  pressed  her  up against the wall and lips came down to claim hers. Martuas‟ taste and feel filled her mouth and warmed her soul. 


When she  whimpered and tightened her fingers in his hair, he pulled back and she was looking into blood-red eyes flaring with lust. "It has been less than an hour." 


"And I missed you already, loshia." That he had taken to calling her by the name of the flower that had been crushed between their bodies that first time caused her belly to shimmy in a strange and exciting way. 


"I have to feed Fixer. She is working on my armour so that it will be impervious to the same kind of damage if I am ever dumb enough to watch a mech fall on me again." 


He sighed and leaned down, pressing his ridged forehead to hers. "I don‟t like the thought of you in danger again." 


"Then you have to let me help Fixer and the suit will keep me from that danger. If you want to mitigate your worry, help me gather sandwiches for the voracious eating machine." 


He wasn‟t happy, but he came with her to the commissary where Shade was having a snack with Nich. She waved at both of them and turned to the staff behind the counter. "Fixer is visiting today. I need a lot of food that can sit out for a while. Also, some thermoses with hot and cold liquids and cups." 


Grinning, they got to work. 


"Kahlia has the same problem. She releases her atoms to control technology and she always needs to eat a ton." One of the staffers prepped a cart  with everything  she  had listed and several  covered dishes. 


Whistling to herself, she left the trio of men, winked at Martuas and  continued  down  the hall  to Mala. Apparently, a conversation  with  the boys was more interesting than watching Fixer stuff her face. 


Fixer had the suit lying on the ground in an almost-funereal pose. Pax walked up to her with a platter and held the sandwiches for her to eat as she worked. 


Hours passed with the armour slowly coming back to its former shape with some streamlining. They worked together, one feeding and  one  shaping metal, but  both  with  intense interest  in  the final product. 


"Try  it  on."  Mala‟s  eyes  were  a  little  glazed  but  she  was triumphant. 


Eager to be back in the suit, she stepped into it and noted that the legs seemed more spring-loaded than she remembered. Lifting the hips of the suit into place was  an easy, smooth action as the back plate pulled straight and locked so that she could put her hands into the gauntlets and then the rest of the suit closed around her without her making a move. 


"Run around with it a little." 


She ran around the repair bay, flipping and stretching as far as she could. 


Fixer had pulled a chair up and was finishing up the contents of the cart. 


Tricia stopped in front of the  talent and opened the suit with a thought. "That‟s wonderful. What did you do?" 


"Deflector  plates,  coolant,  emergency  escapes,  increased  the propulsion  on  the  flight  gear.  Guardian  mentioned  you  tried  a take-off and couldn‟t get up with a passenger. So, one person should be fine now." 


A shadow on the ground stretched and walked forward, putting an arm around his wife. 


Mala yawned. "We have to be getting home, but now that you are not contagious anymore, ask Nich for an Udell Masuo uniform. It will be tougher than almost  anything I  can  make  as  well  as  being sensitive to your personal biology." 


Fixer was limp and exhausted, but Shade took it in stride. "She‟s proud of herself. Thanks for keeping an eye on her, Pax." 


"I appreciate the new armour. I am amazed that she could recover so  much  of  it  as  well  as  increase  the  molecular  density  for deflection." 


"She amazes me every day." Shade lifted his wife and she looped an arm around his neck. He carried her out of the room and Pax was left alone. 


Shrugging, she cleaned up the dishes and pushed the cart back to the  commissary.  Nich  and  Martuas  were  still  talking  with  their heads close together. 


She gave the cart back to the staff with profuse thanks and turned to her partner and the avatar of Udell. "Hello, Nich." 


"Good evening, Tricia." 


"Fixer just suggested that I request Udell Masuo from you. May I have Udell Masuo, please?" 


Nich grinned and Udell leeched into his eyes. "Of course, dear Pax. We will have it brought in within the week." 


"Thank you very much. I think I may do some foolish things that require a sturdy substance between me and disaster." 


Nich-Udell  laughed.  "Peace  sometimes  requires  extraordinary measures.  I  believe  you are  an  excellent  dignitary to  promote and enforce peace when necessary." 


"I will take that as a compliment." 


"I hate to agree with him, but Nich is right. You are an excellent guardsman and will have an expansive career." 


She  looked at  him  in surprise.  "Why,  Martuas,  I  didn‟t  expect you to be so keen on my return to action." 


His  look  was  grim,  but  he  spoke  with  conviction.  "You  will return to action and I will be on your ass, guarding you every step of the way. Now that you are mine, no one will have the opportunity to take you from me again." 





* * * * 





Nich  was  starting  to  laugh  until  he  saw  the  intense  look  passing between the two. He had no doubt that Guardian was going to spend every last moment of his life doing what he loved, guarding Pax. 




Author‟s Note 





Whew.  Book  15  already.  It  seems  I  cannot  get  enough  of  Fixer. Mala was my first guardsman and she will always be my favourite. 


In  book 16, Past  Tense,  we return to Teklan,  the  investigation base. Our main character is a psychometrist whose talent consists of seeing what has happened to one specific object. This is handy when a series of assassinations has been carried out and no one has an idea of the cause of death. 


Past Tense…coming soon to Devine Destinies 
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