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An open mind is a terrible thing to waste, so armour it up and send it to the Citadel with a fanged shape-shifter watching her every move.

 

 

Veera’s mind broke wide open during a tragedy. A telepathic call for help sent her into a coma where every mind around her was open to hers.

A stint on an island where no one spoke or thought a harsh word was just what she needed, but when she was offered a chance to live a life out in the open, she agreed to everything that the shape-shifter asked. Life was something that she needed to find.

Stanik trained to be Veera’s link for eighteen months. When he finally met her, her physical presence sent his senses reeling. The reality was much better than the images her family had sent him to entice him into agreeing to share his mind with hers.

He gives her stability, and she gives him attitude, a challenge and someone to protect. It is a fairly even swap.
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Chapter One

 

 

Veera Halig kept to herself and worked at her job in the silence of the tombs. Her family had had to petition nine levels of government to get her assigned to the island of the honoured dead, and it probably saved her life.

Veera passed one of the sisters, the guardians of the island. The woman inclined her head and walked on, her mind a blessed blank. It was one of her favourite things about the island. The Sisters of Silence prided themselves on keeping calm minds while they worked to honour and maintain the graves of fallen warriors.

It made it easy for someone like Veera to cease attaching to the minds of others when everyone around her kept their thoughts calm and minds blank.

Veera swept out the Crypt of Ashes with attention to detail. It was the least she could do for the room and board she had been enjoying for the last eighteen months. She had taken on each duty that the sisters had given her with a grateful heart.

Her mind was finally calm. Sure, she could feel the minds of the continent three hundred miles away, but they were a murmur in the background compared to the roar that they had been.

As she finished the floor of the crypt, she looked out and watched the birds flirt with the fish down on the beach. It really was a beautiful place if you could forget the grief and tragedy that had caused it to be occupied by the bodies of the fallen. If you were a soldier of Farellen and you died in battle, you came to the island, whether your family could visit you or not.

The sisters were here to act as family and caretakers for the dead. They prayed, chanted and spoke to the dead, all in complete silence. The actions of caretaking were their voices.

It had been a bit eerie for the first few weeks being the only person on the island authorized to make a noise but after a while the sisters accepted her listening to her sister’s music and her dancing in the Courtyard of Repose. She was so overjoyed at the stress lifted from her mind that she had to express it somehow.

Veera tidied up and moved on to her next task, that of greeting the newest arrivals and consoling them in their loss of life. Speaking to stone monuments was not something she would normally do, but it came naturally after she saw one young woman buried, her family weeping as they were taken back to the continent.

Since she could not console the family, she spoke to the woman as she was lowered into the ground for her first five years on the island. After nature had taken its course, she would be moved from her place in the ground and her bones would be stored in the crypt with only a small plaque to mark her place. It was not the kind of life Veera wanted for herself.

Halfway to the garden of new arrivals, she heard a gong. Veera paused. There was no service scheduled for today.

The gong rang again marked with a sharp chime and a third gong.

“Someone is calling.” Veera turned and headed for the dock on the far side of the island.

Three of the sisters passed her and nodded, their hands hidden by their robes as they bustled past her, going to hide in the chapel. It was standard for the sisters not on duty to hide when they were not needed for a ceremony. Veera had tried to ask them about it, but she only got the vague answer in hand signals that it was a tradition.

She moved quickly but decorously across the paths until she could see the dock and her visitor.

The sister on duty walked past her, heading for the chapel. Veera reached out and touched the minds of the people just beyond her line of sight. Her feet picked up speed as she ran to greet her sister and brother. The other mind that was with them was harder to spot, but if he was with her siblings, she didn’t see a problem with him.

She could always flay his mind with hers at a later time.

“Teesha, Reynal!” She ran forward, and her siblings embraced her.

They laughed and hugged together as Veera ran through all of their current thoughts and events in their lives. She smiled and caressed Teesha’s cheek. “I am glad to see you.”

Reynal tapped her nose with a finger. “You have learned to be politic, dearest Veera.”

She inclined her head. “The sisters have been good for me. I needed this silence. Come with me to the Garden of Tears and tell me why you are here.”

Teesha nodded and turned to look behind her. A shadow detached itself from the wall and took a few steps forward.

Veera swallowed heavily. Something about him spoke volumes without saying anything. His mind was completely silent as he approached her.

“Veera Halig, I am pleased to meet you.” He extended his hand, and she took it, jolting as a wave of heat rolled up her arm and rippled across her body.

“I…” She frowned and looked to her siblings.

Teesha was amazed, but Reynal took point. “Veera, this is Stanik Arlinik. He is going to be your link.”

She shook her head, dazed by the hormonal surge the light touch on her hand caused. He released her fingers, and she stepped back. She gestured for them to follow her. “I believe we need to discuss things.”

Teesha and Reynal Halig followed her, but Stanik stayed at her side.

She led the way to the Garden of Tears and gestured for them to take seats on the benches arranged in conversational settings.

She primly smoothed her pink gown around her legs and perched next to Teesha. “Not that I don’t appreciate you taking time out of your performing schedule, but why are you here?”

Teesha smiled. “When you were first afflicted, we didn’t know what to do. Mom and Dad looked into every remedy or treatment that they could find.”

Veera wrinkled her nose. “I remember.”

“Well, when I was off world performing, I ran into a Wyoran who told me about members of their populations born with open minds, like yours. They get what is called a link. It is a person who can offer them mental stability until they can match their self-control with their talent. Similar to the braces Reynal had to wear on his teeth until they straightened.”

Veera laughed. “So this is a Wyoran thing?”

Teesha rubbed her nose. “Well, yes and no. Farellens don’t match well with Wyorans. Our minds are too dissimilar. As the family travelled, we went looking for a species that had someone with a mental signature that matched yours and was willing to devote possible years out of their life to helping you master your talent.”

All of them turned to stare at Stanik, and he sat casually as if sitting and sunning himself was all he had planned for the day.

Veera cleared her throat. “Please tell me that the volunteer is Mr. Arlinik’s little sister.”

Stanik sat straight up and grinned, showing a great deal of fang for a normal-sized jaw. “I don’t have a little sister.”

She shivered and looked to Teesha.

“Veera, two years ago, he volunteered, and he has been on Wyora taking link training ever since. He just graduated, and now, he is a fully qualified link.” Teesha cleared her throat. “Your link.”

He grinned at her obvious discomfort. “That is right, Veera. I am all yours.”

She sent her mind to his, and it slid away. Her eyes widened as she struck at him again.

“Keep it up, Veera. I can do this all day. However, I believe that your siblings have places they need to be. If you want to continue to mentally assault me, we should do it on the way. I have another world for you to enjoy as you get a grip on your mind, an entire planet with only a few dozen people.”

That was tempting.

“Let me get my things.” She got to her feet, and Stanik stood next to her. When she took a few steps, he followed her. “I promise to come back. I am not going to run.”

He smiled. “I have begun the process to sync my mind to yours. Proximity helps. I will be where you are for the next few weeks.”

She closed her eyes for a moment as she walked to her quarters. The images that swam behind her lids made her shake when she thought about how close she wanted him to get.

Proximity was going to be sheer torture.

 

 

 

 


Chapter Two

 

 

The sisters ran when they saw the stranger walking the halls.

“Are they always this timid?”

Veera gave him a look. “No. They cannot fraternize with any visitors outside of a funeral or they risk being kicked off the island of the honoured dead.”

“Why would they mind being forced to leave?”

“They want to be close to their loved ones, and the life of silence is the price for it. Most of the sisters here are widows and sisters of the honoured dead. They want to be close to the ones that they loved and are willing to pay the price.”

He paused and his lips tightened. “I apologize.”

“It doesn’t matter to me, but you need to know why they are here. It is the reason they swear to silence of mouth and mind. It has been very pleasant here for me. They rarely open their minds to me and it is something I deeply appreciate.”

She opened her quarters and retrieved her hairbrush and toothbrush. Everything else she owned was packed in her trunk. “The trunk is everything.”

He lifted the box with a grunt. “What is in here?”

Veera smiled. “My life.”

“Then, I will care for it as if it were my own.” He inclined his head, and she led the way through the halls to the administration office.

She flicked her fingers at the head sister. I am being called away. Thank you for sheltering me during my time of need.

The head of the order reached out with her smoke grey robes flaring and wrapping around Veera. When she finished her hug, she stepped back. It was lovely to have you with us. We enjoyed the sounds of your singing and laughter. We wish you joy wherever you go.

Thank you. She bowed low over the head sister’s hands.

“We can go now.” She smiled at Stanik while still trying to dig into his mind once again.

He chuckled, and the sound rippled through her senses. She shivered and returned them to the Garden of Tears.

Teesha laughed at the box Stanik was carrying but led the way to the launch that had brought them to the island.

Reynal steered the boat around the island and into deeper ocean.

“Where are we going?” Veera was curious as she held onto the side of the bouncing craft for balance. Water sprayed into her face, and she spluttered, moving to sit in the centre of the craft next to Stanik.

He helped stabilize her, and he pointed. “We moored the shuttle just out of viewing range. Our presence here is not really authorized.”

She stared at him for a moment and then laughed. “So I have been kidnapped?”

“You have been invited to leave Farellen.” Reynal laughed.

Veera turned to stare at her brother. “Rey, what is going on?”

Teesha lifted her head from the com unit and jerked her head at their brother. “Tell her.”

Reynal sighed and turned the ship in a direct line for the small silvery blip on the horizon. “Farellen is a locked world now. It went through a year ago. We were trying to bribe someone in the government to get access to you last month, but they denied us. Sneaking in and grabbing you was the only way.”

Veera cocked her head. “Why bother?”

Stanik smiled. “I have engaged in training to assist you in gaining control over your mind and your life. It would be a shame to waste your life on the island of the dead.”

She ran through the mind of her siblings. She used a cool and delicate touch on them, reading the despair they felt as they were told she was out of their reach. It was both gratifying and terrifying to have such a loving family. They would do anything for her, including risking their own freedom to come and sweep her off to the stars.

Veera watched as the shuttle came into full view. It was a bubble of silver on the rippling ocean. She read the pilot and navigator. Two males with a fair share of tension were urging them to hurry. She opened her mental net wide and found the fliers and the boats heading toward their location.

“Reynal, if you can increase our speed, it would probably be a good thing.” She looked up with eyes gone blind as she read the rage, the pain and the hostility of the approaching troops.

The pain gave her pause until she delved further and found that six of the approaching twenty-four were fans of the great Teesha Halig. Arresting their hero was not something they were looking forward to. “We have company.” The first of the ships was becoming visible on the skyline.

Stanik got to his feet and stood between Veera and danger. She didn’t think he even knew it was his reflex, but it made her smile.

“Veera, can you slow them down?” Teesha was nervous, and it was a rare thing to see.

She shook her head. “No, not without dropping them out of the sky. I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

Her mental net kept expanding. She shook as the voices of the mainland came at her thoughts. All those months at the island and the moment that she was gone, her talent surged out of her control again.

She hissed and pressed a hand to her forehead. The boat was slowing, but the world was already fading around her while her mind lit up with the millions of minds on Farellen.

She heard voices and felt hands lifting her as a calm mind inserted itself into hers. She clung to that island of calm in her thoughts and shivered in relief as the voices of Farellen grew distant and faded out.

She exhaled with a rattling sound and opened her eyes. She was on a table in a tiny medical bay with Stanik watching her with a worried gaze.

“I am fine now. Don’t look so worried.” She sat up and wrinkled her nose at the ache in her brain.

“You are in pain.” He reached out and cupped the back of her skull with one hand.

She licked her lips nervously. The contact was unexpected. “The pain will come and go as we pass population centres. When do you start acting as my link?”

He scowled. “We need a bit of privacy and shielded quarters. We will link on Balen where you can adjust to the new arrangement.”

She chuckled. “Won’t you have to do some adjusting?”

He massaged her skull and the back of her neck lightly. “I have been trained for this, though you are far less insane than someone with your talent and handicap should be.”

She laughed outright. “You haven’t seen anything yet.”

 

 

 

 


Chapter Three

 

 

The tour ship that met them meant that Teesha and Reynal had to resume their progress while Veera continued on in the shuttle with Stanik hovering next to her like a hen guarding its chick.

Veera watched the festively decked-out ship as it slowly faded into space. Five hundred people were on that ship, and they were all looking forward to their next port of call. It took a lot of manpower to launch a Halig show, and when that ship docked on a new world, it would bring a lot of power and energy to the performance. It always did.

Veera smiled as well wishes were sent to her from the entire crew on the ship. She missed the performances, the public enthusiasm and the adoration. She had once danced while her sister sang and her brother performed on the drums.

When her mind broke open, she had to stop performing. The thoughts of the people in the audience were distracting to say the least. As her mental net expanded, she was unable to function even to the point of maintaining her own body.

She vaguely remembered years of life support and the agony of thoughts not her own ripping through her mind. While travelling in space, the effect was muted, but when she first landed on Farellen, she had been completely helpless for weeks.

Now, she was back in space, and she wanted to find a way to fend off that feeling of dependence and helplessness so that she would never be vulnerable again. If that meant shackling her mind to that of another, she would do it, just to be able to see her family in concert once more.

The shuttle pulsed and shivered, jolting her as it jumped from one point in space to another. She was slightly disoriented, but it was a relief to have no minds other than those of the three men with her.

They shifted and another jump took them closer to their destination.

Veera looked around her and smiled at Stanik’s protective posture. He was almost bristling with hostility toward the other two men on the shuttle.

“What is a Lyran anyway?”

He smiled. “We are shape-shifters, a designed race. We are predators that enjoy hunting on wild worlds.”

“It sounds like fun.”

“Not as dramatic as being a performer, but I suppose we all have our place. Do you really dance in public?” He raised one eyebrow.

“Not recently. I need to be able to block out the crowd and just feel the music. Since I can’t block, I can’t dance.” She shrugged and gasped as they jumped again.

When the world settled around her, she was clinging to Stanik’s hand. She tried to let him go, but he wasn’t cooperating.

He tapped the back of her hand to get her attention and smiled as he pointed at the view screen. “Your new training site. Welcome to Balen.”

 

* * * *

 

Stanik watched her expression as her mind took in the lack of population on the world below. It was a childlike glee and a hope that should not have had to burn so bright.

“The entire population of Balen is currently at less than one hundred souls, the Citadel is shielded and you will only be exposed to the people you are in the same room with. It should provide you with a good starting point or a blank slate if you wish.” Stanik wanted to take her in his arms. He had wanted it since the moment he first saw her in a digital image with her siblings watching his reactions.

Teesha and Reynal had been performing on his home world of Savvil and looking for a match. The local minder brought him to their attention, and before he knew it, he was watching images of Veera before she had opened her mind.

She had laughed, joked and performed with a zest for life that had taken his breath away. The next images had been her lying in a medical bay, life support attached everywhere and her eyes wide and unseeing.

The image of her joyful countenance contrasted with the later image of her overloaded mind colouring her expression. Her innocence had been lost in one small genetic shift, and Stanik’s mind screamed that it wasn’t fair.

When they offered him the chance to help her, he agreed without hesitation.

Stanik sighed as he watched Veera press her hands to the thick viewing window. Part of his Wyoran training had involved him being keyed to her through her own blood. She would learn that soon enough. For now, it was one confidence too far.

Her enthusiasm for the world around her was impressive considering her condition. Her expression warmed his heart, and the soft curves of her body kept the promise that her images had extended to him. Over his entire lifespan, he had looked for the woman who sent his senses into a spin, and he had found her in a woman cursed with an open mind.

He wondered how well she would accept his other form. Would her open mind extend to accepting his inner beast?

 

* * * *

 

Veera watched as the Citadel grew closer and closer. She could sense minds on the planet, but as Stanik said, there were less than one hundred souls on the surface.

When they set down on the plateau, she shivered. There were two beings nearby, and they were engaged in a heated courtship.

Priina and Rhanos were playing games in the woods. Veera could feel their energy and the static of hormones rippling through their thoughts.

Stanik exited the shuttle first, greeting someone on the exterior.

Veera sensed a vast power and was amazed that she hadn’t felt it before.

A woman was waiting for them, glowing with power on the psychic plane. “Welcome to Balen, Veera. I am Zenina-Balen, Avatar of this world. I greet you on behalf of every living thing and everything coming alive on my surface.”

Veera inclined her head, noting that instead of an open mind, Zenina-Balen had a column of fire where her thoughts should be. “Thank you for your welcome. How far may my mind range?”

“As far as it needs to go, child.” The Avatar smiled.

She sighed and opened her thoughts, taking down the small restrictions she had been able to build over the years.

Two minds were coming in fast, but they were peculiar. They were more animal than sentient at the time, and Veera was still figuring it out when they ran onto the plateau and came straight for the shuttle at a loping pace.

Veera stared. They had long muzzles, pointed ears, huge eyes, monstrous fangs, barrel chests and long silky fur that covered their entire bodies. The one in the lead was carrying a robe.

Stanik moved to stand between her and the incoming beasts, but Veera peered around him.

“Hello, Priina.” Veera smiled slowly.

Priina nodded and inclined her head, carefully draping the robe around her shoulders as she shifted from beast to woman.

Her still-furry companion put himself between their party and his female while she tied her robe. She ran her hand down his fur when she was done.

Priina walked toward her, and Veera met her halfway. “Hello.”

She quickly introduced herself. “I am Veera. Zenina-Balen invited me here while I try to get a grip on my talent. It came on a little suddenly. This is my guard and companion, Stanik.”

Stanik saluted though he was looking at Priina with a lot of curiosity.

Priina cocked her head and assessed Veera with a nod. “You need silence, so we will be on our way to our dinner. I have exercised quite a bit today.”

Veera smiled. “Yes, you have. You will soon be on your way to Udell Base, so Zenina offered me the space while Stanik walks me through self-control.”

Priina laughed. “Funny thing is that I was sent here to lose my self-control. I have to say that the experience has done me good.”

“I hope I have that luck as well.”

Rhanos was in a glaring contest with Stanik when Priina turned around. “Come on, fuzzy face. Let’s let them get settled.”

Rhanos lifted her in his arms and carried her into the Citadel while Veera watched them go.

She looked at her companion. “So, that is what you look like when you let yourself go, huh?”

Stanik’s face coloured slightly. “Not exactly like that. I have different colouration.”

Zenina-Balen grinned. “The Citadel is at your disposal. Stanik knows where your quarters are. If you need anything from me, you need only think it. I will come running.”

“I hope that will not be necessary.”

Zenina-Balen simply smiled softly and levitated away.

Stanik returned to the shuttle and emerged with a bag over one shoulder and her travelling chest in his hands. “Shall we?”

He led the way to the Citadel, and she followed, her mind expanding to cover the entire planet in her web.

The Guardsmen over at the base had minds under strict control. She could read them fairly easily, but they kept their surface minds bright and ready. None of the darkness that most people let go casually during their day seemed to be flicking around. They kept themselves firmly wrapped up.

Veera could feel the grin on her face as she entered the Citadel doors. She was able to relax here, and if she was a very good girl, she might even get to sleep a night through.

 

The room was keyed to her palm in a few minutes, and as Stanik set her trunk down, she hopped from her left foot to the right.

He gave her a peculiar look. “What is in here?”

She palmed the lock and flipped it open. “My life before my brain broke. I have recordings of all my family’s performances starting when I was a child and up until current day. I haven’t been able to watch all of them yet, but I look forward to it.”

He peered over her shoulder, and she could feel the heat coming off him in waves. “What else is in there?”

“Clothing, books, a few bodysuits for workouts, the usual.” She gathered the data crystals that started just after she had been struck down, and she walked to the entertainment area of the room.

“What are you doing?” He watched her as she lined up all the data crystals in chronological order.

She smiled. “The pain is tolerable, so I thought I would catch up on what I missed in my family’s life.”

He shook his head. “No, I am afraid that will have to wait. You need to link now and the pain will go.”

Suddenly nervous, she looked up at him and saw that there was no eagerness in his gaze, only a calm certainty. Veera rose to her feet and took the hand he extended to her. Here in her quarters, there was little to no sound from the other minds on Balen, but she could hear them if she tried. No shielding could keep her safe one hundred percent.

He walked to a panel barely visible on the wall. He pressed it, and a doorway opened to a room that was obviously his.

She noted the large bed, the entertainment centre and the food dispenser, but what kept her attention were a large, soft blanket on the floor with two cushions and a large circle on it.

“What is that?”

“We will need to be comfortable and close, so it is either sitting on the floor or lying on the bed.”

She moved, and when she beamed up at him from her perch on one of the cushions, he lost himself in laughter. She watched the amusement flow over him, and she could see it pushing at the thick bubble around his mind.

He sat across from her and took her hands. It was time to get her a link.

 

 

 

 


Chapter Four

 

 

The first few minutes were careful and slow motions, tendrils of his thoughts binding to hers.

He spoke to her at intervals, but the roaring in her mind as his melded to hers was very distracting.

The bond between them grew over hours. For those hours, they sat with their hands together in the darkening room.

When Stanik completed the link, Veera fell forward into his arms. “Why do I just want to sleep?”

“Because your mind will need time to get used to synching with mine. Also, if you try, you can shut out the world now.”

She laughed weakly. “I did. It is why I am so tired. I haven’t had a good night’s sleep in six years. The silence is amazing. I can hear my own heartbeat.”

She smiled and relaxed completely for a moment before sitting upright again. “Okay, I really need to get some sleep. What happens next?”

He grunted and lifted her as he got to his feet. “You get some sleep and I watch over you.”

He carried her to his bed and placed her on the covers, in her clothing. He curled up next to her, his mind and hers whirring together. The hum felt right in her thoughts, and she listened to nothing but the sound of their hearts in the silence.

She was able to sleep without being completely exhausted for the first time in years.

 

Hours before dawn, she slipped out of Stanik’s embrace. She tiptoed into her room, slipped into a bodysuit from her trunk and grabbed the music crystal that her mother sent her before she went to the island. Taking two lengths of steel with her and off she went.

There had to be a gym in a facility like this, and she was going to find it.

 

She listened to the music as it pitched up, and she raised her arms over her head. With slow deliberation, she stepped to the beat. Her dance was careful, measured and controlled.

When she had worked out muscles that were far too stiff, she picked up the blades and started to move to a song that her brother had written for her, entreating her to wake.

Tears ran freely down her cheeks as she engaged in a blade dance. She was awake now, and Reynal was going to see her dance again.

When she finished whirling and spinning the swords, she stood and panted with sweat and tears tracking her body.

“Well done, Veera. Time to take a shower and get back to bed. You are still tired.” Stanik was concerned, it radiated out of him.

She straightened and enjoyed being able to touch his mind only. His emotions radiated from him but no clear thoughts, and she preferred it that way. Listening to too many minds was what sent her into the coma to begin with.

She put her swords in their case and retrieved her crystals and player. Veera smiled at Stanik and swayed slightly as she passed him. She might have done too much too soon, but she didn’t regret it.

He paced with her back to their adjoining rooms, and he watched as she tucked her blades back in her trunk along with the music.

She showered and wrapped herself in a light robe. She scrubbed her hair with a towel and combed it straight. A blast with the dryer took most of the dampness out of her scalp, and she left the lav, creeping on bare feet into Stanik’s room.

He was sitting up in bed wearing only loose, silky trousers and reading something on a data pad. Her eyes blinked rapidly as she fought to control the hormone surge that all that muscle and size spurred. As an entertainer, she had seen men with beautiful bodies before, but to her eyes, Stanik was stunning.

He had a silky wave of black hair that was now unbound and flowing over his shoulders. His brows were straight and his features were stern as he scrolled through his pages.

He looked up as she sat on his bed. “The robe is lovely.”

She blushed. “Thank you. I got it for my birthday years ago, before… well, before.”

Veera settled carefully on her side with her back to him. He curled around her as he had before, and his mind hummed along with hers as they returned to rest. She thought she would be keyed up, but he calmed her thoughts and took her down with him into sleep.

 

Light streamed in through the window, bringing Veera to a gradual alertness. The arm around her shifted slightly and a voice rumbled in her ear. “If you are awake enough, we can get some food.”

She nodded and pulled her robe together as she sat up. The sash had come undone while she slept, and casual nudity had never been her forte. “Food would be good.” She ran a shaking hand through her hair.

He sat up and walked to the dispenser, his silky trousers riding low on his hips.

She got out of bed and stretched from the strain of remaining in one position all night. The wide sleeves of her robe swayed as she moved, and she walked to the window to look out at the day of Balen.

The forest was green and growing rapidly. “How old is Balen?”

“Millions of years, but it just completed a resurfacing.”

“Why did it resurface?”

He brought her a cup of tea. “Balen was grieving for its lost Avatar. She died many centuries ago giving birth to her daughter, Zenina.”

“Zenina is that old?”

“Her development was delayed by her father. She was kept in an incubator and dropped on the surface near the mining colony three decades ago. Once she took over the position of Avatar, Balen ceased grieving and melted the ice that coated its surface. A little help from the Sector Guard and the planet is coming back to life once again.”

She inclined her head as she sipped her tea. “How did her father survive long enough to drop her here when it was time?”

He blinked and a small smile lit his lips. “Her father was the Avatar of the sun. He is still alive and working at the Guard base on the other side of the valley.”

“He was the Avatar? I didn’t know you could retire from that.”

“You can if the star in question agrees to the move. Saru was only too happy to join Zenina’s mate, so now, there are, once again, two Avatars in love in this system.”

The dispenser chimed, and he walked to retrieve two plates. He set them down on the small table and placed cutlery next to each plate with precision.

She brought her cup of tea with her and took a seat. “Thank you for the meal.”

“Don’t thank me yet. You might not enjoy my selections.”

Veera laughed. “I have eaten things I couldn’t identify and things that tried to crawl off my plate. Life as a travelling entertainer means that you take fresh food or as close to fresh, as you can.”

He inclined his head. “I suppose that is a valid concern when you travel.”

“Oh yes. You always have to prepare for your next meal and your best place to bed down. If you travel with family, you all work together as a collective.” She forked up some of the noodles on her plate and started eating.

“Did you always travel with your family?”

“Yes, since I was five. Hundreds of worlds, hundreds of performances, crowds, laughter and hairy situations. It was fun and terrifying all at the same time.”

His food disappeared rapidly, and she was unsurprised to hear the dispenser beep again. Stanik got up and took another plate off the dispenser, returning to the table and starting on his seconds.

She chuckled as she finished her own meal and took her plate back to the dispenser, sliding it into the cleaning slot. Returning to her seat at the table, she sipped at her tea.

“What is on the agenda for today?”

He swallowed. “Nothing strenuous, a walk in the gardens, practice shielding and selectively reading the folks over at the Guard base.”

“Sounds good. Now, I only have one problem.”

His concern was visible. “What is that?”

“What do I wear?”

He snickered. It was a juvenile sound that made her giggle in response. “I enjoy the fact that you stick to the essentials.”

She shrugged. “Life is too short to worry about the long term. I concentrate on the next moment only.”

She got to her feet and inclined her head. “I will be ready in a few minutes.”

In her room, she pulled out a fairly thick bodysuit and a matching pair of boots. The bodysuit was black and hot pink. She tugged it on, inhaling to close it over her breasts. The fit was a little tighter than she remembered, and she was showing quite a bit more cleavage than she first thought.

She slipped on the boots and looked at herself in the lav mirror. “Not bad. Not great but not bad.”

Veera walked back into her bedroom, and Stanik was dressed in tight black pants, black boots and a brilliant blue shirt.

He offered her his arm, and they left the safety of their quarters. She felt Priina and Rhanos playing their games off in the forest again, but this time, a much more sensual theme was in both their minds.

A hot blush filled Veera’s cheeks. “Are all Lyrans so…” She couldn’t finish that sentence.

“So tall?” He raised his eyebrows.

“So fixated on mating.” The blurt was as direct as she could manage.

He gave her a grave look. “It is in the nature of all living beings to want to carry on their bloodlines. The Lyrans hover on the edge of becoming a stable population, so yes, we are very fixated on mating.”

She gave a light cough. “Good to know.”

 

 

 

 


Chapter Five

 

 

The garden was neat and well-tended. The plants were in the phase of anchoring themselves to the soil, but they were still lovely.

The wind of Balen tugged at her hair, and she lifted her chin to the light breeze.

Stanik took a seat on one of the benches and gestured for her to sit next to him.

Veera sat and looked him in the eye, waiting for the next request.

“I want you to form a bubble around your mind.”

“I have tried that before.”

“I know, but now, you have my skills to draw on. So, put a bubble around your mind.”

She tried, she really did try, but her mind would simply not be happy being contained. After a frustrating hour that brought her to tears, Stanik put his hands on her shoulders.

“Don’t worry about it, Veera. Not every mind is designed to work the same. Yours is definitely one of a kind.”

She chuckled and wiped at her cheeks. “What then?”

“You can connect to me easily now, right?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“Then, imagine a tunnel that runs from your mind to mine, a private tunnel that no one can see through. Send me images from your childhood through that tunnel.”

She inhaled and tried. At first, it was weak, and her pressure on the connection caused it to bulge and flare. She continued, sending him images of family events, performances, funny fruit she saw in interstellar bazaars.

After a while, he sent her images of running through forests, wrestling with other boys his age, a woman who must have been his mother helping him with his homework while his father made dinner.

She took those images and held them, protected them as all good memories should be protected. When she focused enough to look through her own eyes, he was smiling, and they were a connected circuit with no outside influence leaking in.

“You did it, Veera. Your mind is overflowing into mine, but your sensory net is not going any further. You have contained yourself for the first time. Congratulations.”

She laughed and threw her arms around his neck. “Thank you!”

He wrapped his arms around her waist, and she heard as well as felt him inhale sharply at the curve of her neck.

She shivered and slowly let him go, sliding her hands to his shoulders before resuming her seat on the bench.

She didn’t apologize. She couldn’t. The look in his eyes was heated, and he moved forward half an inch before he paused. She read it in his thoughts. He couldn’t make the first move physically. It would be a breach of link etiquette.

He wanted her, she definitely could tell. They were already in the most intimate relationship she had ever had. To take it further might just break her tenuous control.

She licked her lips, and a muscle in his jaw flexed. “What comes next?”

He looked to the sun, and he sighed. “I think we will call it a day. We are losing daylight, and tomorrow morning would be a better place to start with any new training. You have done enough for today.”

Veera nodded. “Alright. I have plenty of data crystals to catch up on. Do you want to watch the home videos with me?”

He cocked his head. “Would you mind?”

“No. I think it might keep me from bawling to see them with someone else. I can maintain a bit of emotional distance that way.” She smiled.

Stanik chuckled. “Thank you. I will take a quick run through the forest and then join you for an evening meal. It’s your turn to cook.”

She laughed and got to her feet, her body aching from her nocturnal activities and the minimal movement. “I will take some more time in the gym. I need to stretch after so much time moving by inches.”

He nodded. “I will meet with you in two hours. Is that acceptable?”

Veera smiled. “It is. Enjoy your run.”

Stanik got to his feet and loped off toward the front of the Citadel, and she could read that he was heading for the steps that led off the plateau.

Veera returned to her quarters and took a clean bodysuit and more music back down to the gym. It was time to get back into shape, and sweating was the only way to get there.

She ran through an hour of music and then returned to her room for a shower and a change of clothing.

By the time she was dressed and had gone through the menu on the dispenser, she heard Stanik arrive in his quarters and head for the shower.

She dialled up the meal and a pot of tea. When he came through the adjoining door, the food was in the entertainment area and she had a data crystal in the unit, waiting.

He sniffed appreciatively and chuckled at the expanse of snack foods she had laid out. “Even I may not consume all that.”

She snorted. “It isn’t all for you. I had a workout today as well, don’t forget.”

She queued up the data and watched the last time she had been out in the world without feeling everyone’s mind. “Oh. I didn’t…I forgot about this.”

He was watching her laughing with her cousins backstage at an event. There was an explosion and screaming, so she and her family ran out to see what was happening.

In the distance, they could see a column of flame, and the next moment, young Veera’s eyes widened and she screamed.

The image flickered to show a news report that heralded her as a hero. She had found every living victim of the fire before she passed out into the wide-eyed coma.

“You were woken by the trauma.” He put his arm around her, and she smelled the soap and hair cleanser that he used. It was a pleasant scent that overlaid the intriguing musk of Stanik.

“I was. There was a telepath in the initial blast. She didn’t survive, but she sent out a call for help. That call ripped my mind wide open.” She shrugged as the next news program announced her stable medical condition, and after that, there was nothing.

Her family started to leave messages in the crystal. Her cousins came on and wished her well, her parents expressed their love and that they would visit as often as they could, and her sister and brother swore that the family was looking for a cure.

Veera sniffled, and Stanik handed her a napkin.

“They love you very much.”

“And I love them. I can trust them with my life, and they have never betrayed that trust.”

He squeezed her, and they watched Teesha and Reynal perform along with a projected hologram of Veera dancing.

He spoke softly to her. “They have a projection of you dancing at every performance they have held since you were struck down. I first saw the image of you at a concert on my home world, and it wasn’t until Teesha showed me images of you that I realized the woman of my fantasies and the woman I was being asked to link to were one in the same.”

Her blush could have lit the napkin on fire. “My family does what they are called to. I am simply called to dance. It isn’t something that I set out to do. I just do it.”

He stroked her hair. “I know. I was not intimating that you had deliberately seduced me with your charms, but Lyrans know a good thing when they see it, and you were a very good thing.”

“I was a very good thing?”

He leaned down, and he paused with his lips above hers. “You were good, but now that I know you, you are incredible.”

What else could she do? She closed the distance between them and kissed him with everything in her.

She reached into his mind and showed him her appreciation for his form and the care he was taking with her.

He showed her his admiration for her spirit and her determination as well as the way she swayed her hips when she walked.

She smiled against his mouth and bore him back to the couch with laughter and eager hands. “Dinner can be reheated.”

He gripped her waist and held her to him. “I will make up for it with breakfast.”

She knew a good deal when she heard one.

 

 

 

 


Chapter Six

 

 

She was lying in his arms, and he was idly draping strands of her hair across his chest. “How did your family get you to Farellen?”

“I was born there, so I had citizenship. They had not yet closed the world but were not inviting trade, so my family petitioned every politician they could get in touch with in the nine layers of government. Eventually, there was enough publicity to get me allowed to Farellen, and it was in their best interest to put me on the island of the honoured dead. The moment I was in the care of the sisters, I woke up.”

He stroked his hand down her torso, lightly exploring. “Why do you think you woke up?”

“The sisters are encouraged to silence not only in their speech but in their minds. They have to remain calm at all times in their efforts to honour the fallen. With the nearest direct contact three hundred miles away on the mainland, I had the breathing room I needed to wake up. It was safe to come out.” Veera nuzzled the curve of Stanik’s neck.

“I am glad you did. Your message to your siblings ratified my agreement. If you had still been in a coma, I am not sure that I would have been so eager.” He lifted her hand and pressed a kiss to her palm.

She snorted and sighed as they lay together. “I am pretty sure that me in a coma was a definite turn on for some. It was the reason that my family had to move me. Several people considered me the ultimate in Halig collectibles. Kidnapping attempts were fairly regular.”

He scowled. “Why?”

“Believe it or not, my family is fairly well known in their sector. There are fans and then there are fanatics. Having an actual Halig dependent on them was a bit of a fetish for more than a few.”

“What will happen when you are on assignments for the Citadel?” He rubbed the outside of her thigh with his palm.

“I don’t know. I mean, I suppose I have to think about that, don’t I?”

“It is a way of earning your keep. I mean, your family has paid for your first year of room, board and clothing, but after that, you will have to find means of earning your own credits.”

“Will they send me often, do you think?”

“I don’t know. I do know that you will have the opportunity to teach at Balen Citadel in your field of expertise. I think a dance class would go over well.”

She smiled. “I have taught classes before. I enjoy the teaching. I can’t think of what I could do to benefit the Citadel though. My talent is pretty useless.”

He blinked. “You are kidding, right? Long-distance telepathy or empathy is always of use in long-range sensing.”

She snorted. “I will believe it when it happens. For now, I will be content to work on getting control of my talent and managing you.”

“Managing me?” He raised his brows, and she stroked the arches with one finger.

“Oh, yes. My mother said it was important to begin managing your mate as soon as you decided on one. It made everything else go much more smoothly with far less surprises.” She wrinkled her nose at him.

He sighed. “It seems that I should have read the fine print.”

She slapped his bare chest, and he grabbed her hand and held it to him.

He kissed her. “I still would have signed it, I just would have put in my own caveats.”

“Like what?”

“You only get to be on top twenty-five percent of the time. You cannot put yourself in danger unless I am there to guard you, and if you want to use your mind on a mission, I need to know the parameters, so I can help you.”

She sat up and straddled him. “It seems that we have some addendums to tack on to your initial agreement.”

He gripped her hips and flipped her until she was under him. “Yes, I believe we do.”

 

* * * *

 

Stanik carefully moved her from the couch to his bed a few hours later. Her mind was humming happily with relieved stress and a curiously satisfying attachment to him.

As he settled her next to him, he brushed her forehead with his fingers, remembering what he had learned in training.

 

“You will be tempted to rummage through their minds. It will be a compulsion for you. You have to resist that compulsion. If you are embarking on a new link, their mind has been open for a while. The sudden privacy between you will be heady, and you must not take advantage of that.” Lady Theodora Nywyn had been adamant.

She smirked, “That said, if you are in a mating link or you know you are already a good match, wait for your partner to make the first move. They have had little enough choice in the matter throughout their lifetimes. Give them this.

“The day that they fully share all in their mind willingly and eagerly, you will have a good match on your hands. Forcing the sharing any earlier, when they are not ready and you will have tied yourself to someone who will now look at you with distrust and that fear will ripple into the link.”

 

Lady Theo had been right, but then, she had been on the receiving end of two very different links. The first was a woman who used her as a means to appear stable, and her husband, Altius, who had assisted her in recovering from the psychic shock of the first link.

He settled next to Veera and held her close. She had given him access to her body and that would be enough for now. There were shadows in her mind he wanted to see, but that would have to come in its own time. They were bound for a lifetime by his people’s standards, and eventually, he should probably let her know that if she hadn’t already figured it out.

Tomorrow was about taking the control she had learned today and voluntarily surrendering it. He was curious to see what she would do when she had to deliberately find one person on an entire world.

It was a test that he thought she would enjoy, and if he could keep the true location secret, they would find out if she were as powerful as her family imagined. From what he had learned through their contact, he thought she might just be able to touch the stars without any effort.

 

 

 

 


Chapter Seven

 

 

The smell of breakfast brought her out of the kind of dreams you only got if you had earned them. Her body ached pleasantly from her exertions of dance and her joint activities with Stanik. A blush flared across her skin as she sat up and held tightly to the sheet.

“Sit up and scoot back.” Stanik was wearing the loose, silky trousers she had seen the night before.

She followed his directions and a tray of breakfast was placed across her legs. Veera said, “The last time I got breakfast in bed, I had just broken my arm and was in a medical centre for a week.”

“Then, you are due. Eat up. We have a full day ahead of us.” He sat next to her and started nibbling off her plate.

She scowled and lifted her eating prong to defend her food. With a savage stab, she cut off his access to her meal with a glare.

He chuckled and left her side to obtain his own tray. “You seem to have trouble starting up in the morning, so I thought a bit of competition for your meal might get you going.”

She didn’t comment, merely kept eating until she finished as much as she could. “Close your eyes. I need to get out of bed, and I am not quite up to you watching me in the bright light of day.”

He obligingly closed his eyes, but she felt sure that she could feel his gaze on her backside as she put the tray down on the bed and made a run for it through the adjoining door.

A quick shower and a blast from the air dryer later and she crept through the room toward her trunk. She heard a voice from the doorway, and she froze in place, still naked.

“There are some clothes for you in the wardrobe that should fit. They were designed with your last medical records in mind, and your sister’s input on the colouring.”

Curious and her skin hot once again, she walked to the wardrobe and opened it to see a full selection of robes and bodysuits. She took one down and smiled at the subtle mark of the Halig family worked into every suit. Without turning her back, she stepped into the suit and tugged it into place.

Pink and black were the colours that her sister had picked out, some with gold trim between the fabrics and some that had a smooth blend from one to the other. “Yeah, Teesha picked these out for me. She always liked me in pink. She said it made me look cute and that way she could keep scarlet to be dramatic.”

She felt the way the suit hugged and supported her. “It’s a good construction.”

“It should be. There is a cottage industry now supplying working suits for the Citadel and Sector Guard.” He laughed.

She turned, and he was dressed in an all-black suit that fitted him like a second skin. She licked her lips and put her hands on her hips. “What do you think?”

He walked over and stroked the triangular space over her collarbone that extended over the top of each breast without showing cleavage. It was quite a clever design. It looked very feminine but didn’t show a lot.

“I like it. There are com buttons on the collar disguised as decorations. It is lovely and useful at the same time.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Just like you.”

“I don’t think I am useful.”

“You will be. Now, come along for today’s lesson.”

She laughed and paused to pull on her boots. “I have to ask, why are we basically alone here? From what I know, there should be some kind of staff on hand. I mean Citadels are teaching facilities, are they not?”

“They are. Balen is just now opening for the Citadel and Sector Guard. There is a bunch of waiting staffers on the space station above us. When they were sure that you were coming, they held off to give you as much quiet as possible.”

She smiled. “Really? That was sweet.”

“More like they didn’t want everyone to have their minds rummaged through by an untrained telepath. It is very uncomfortable if you weren’t already aware of it.” He smiled and took her hand as they exited her quarters.

“I am aware of it. It became obvious after the first time my wave expanded outward. For each mind, there was a moment of resistance, and I just pushed right past it.” She shrugged. “I didn’t feel good about it, but I had no option and less control.”

They walked in silence until they were out in the garden once again. This time, they went deeper into the manicured space, taking a seat on one of the benches.

“Today’s assignment is to find one particular mind.” He raised his arm and a small screen flared into life on the arm of his suit.

“That is neat. Does mine do that?”

She groped around her wrist, and he snickered.

“It does, but I am not going to tell you how until we get this practice under your belt. Now, this is your target. Her name is Icon, and she is a member of Guard Base Balen.”

“What do you really want me to do?”

“Find her. She is waiting for the contact, so she will tell me the moment you make contact.” A sharp chirp broke the still air. “Just a moment, Veera.”

A feminine voice spoke from his neckline. “Guardian Stanik? This is Icon. Your student just made contact.”

“Thank you, Icon. Your service has been invaluable.”

“You are welcome, colour me impressed.” Icon’s voice was amused, and there was a grudging respect.

In her mind, Veera thanked Icon for her cooperation. Veera had never touched a shapeshifter before, and she had to admit that the highly organized mind was fascinating. Icon only let her in as a visitor, so it was now clear why she was the target.

Stanik worked on his wrist, and in a few seconds, the screen appeared on her forearm.

“Nice. Who is that?”

“Your next target. Tell me who she is, and I will tell you if you are right or not.”

The pleasant woman in the image had a smile on her face. She was wearing a bodysuit and standing on a space station. The orbiting bands around it indicated a research-style station.

With a short breath, Veera went looking for the woman in the image. She found her in eight seconds. “Haunt or Kaylee, the commander of Station 13. She is currently involved in cellular research with her husband, Dirven. They are in orbit around Balen.”

“Excellent. Another finding test. Find him.”

The image on the screen was a golden-skinned Wyoran male. “This is too easy. Dr. Effin Nywyn of Morganti station.”

“Why was it easy?”

“I simply checked the nearest minds to see if they knew him, and I found him.”

“Can you contact him?”

She blinked. “Okay. Just a moment. Should I have him contact you?”

He chuckled. “You won’t have to. Just contact him.”

She touched Effin’s mind, and he greeted her with a bit of surprise.

Hello. May I help you?

Um, I am doing control exercises, and I was told to locate and contact you.

Laughter spilled through Effin’s mind. I am sure you were.

A noise got her attention. A woman’s voice came through. “Guardian Stanik, why is your protégé mind-speaking my husband?”

“An experiment, Relay, I do apologize. We are testing Veera’s range, and I would say that she is currently quite adept at distant communication and blind location.”

“It’s excellent, Guardian Stanik, but next time you want to use my husband, ask me first.”

“Yes, Relay.”

In her mind, Effin was still laughing. Relay and I are linked in the same manner you are linked to Guardian Stanik. She knew the moment you touched my mind.

I see. That explains why she is chewing on him. Why is his title Guardian?

That is his rank. Your potential came to the attention of the Guard, but because of its nature, you cannot be a Guardsman. You are a consultant with a guardian who will watch your mind and protect your body.

I wish someone had told me. I would have ordered a sash and tiara.

His mind filled with mirth, and she disconnected the contact.

Stanik finished his conversation with Relay and turned to her. “Well, that is both impressive and horrific. Your mind covered six star systems and broke through the shields of a trained link.”

“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

He shrugged. “You will be put into the field far before I thought you would. That means that the support staff will start arriving this afternoon.”

She brightened. “Does that mean that the dining hall will swing into operation?”

Stanik cupped her jawline. “Don’t you like the way I dial up appropriate meals?”

“Aw, Stanik. No one dials a meal like you do, but I am very interested in some of the fresh food that I saw in Icon’s mind. They have it at Balen base, and I think we might have a kitchen garden around here somewhere, masquerading as ornamental.”

He snorted. “Well, you have made any further experiments in tracking useless, so why don’t we go for a walk?”

She got to her feet and stretched. “Where shall we go?”

“A quick pass around the grounds and then out into the woods. I think you need to know what my other form looks like.”

She took his hand. “I have already seen Rhanos and Priina.”

“They are a different type of Lyran. In fact, Priina isn’t a Lyran at all.”

“What?”

“She is of a race that is susceptible to change.”

“How do you know that?”

“I looked up their records on the Citadel database. They are going to be permanently assigned to Citadel Lowel, but they came here to enjoy the forest so that Priina could shake down her new shape.”

“All that was on there?”

“Well…” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I used your talent while you were sleeping to run through their minds.”

She sighed and shook her head. “No, you didn’t.”

“What?”

“You read my mind. I already had all that information, but I didn’t think everyone needed to know.”

He blushed. “I see.”

“Yes, if you want to share what you know, simply give it to me mind to mind. If you want to know what I know, ask me and I will give you full access. I have no secrets from you, and you can’t keep any from me. If my life is depending on this, we need to set an even relationship.”

He shuddered. “I apologize.”

Veera turned and gripped Stanik’s face between her palms. “Listen, because of you, I have a chance at a life. I am not a tool to be used. I am an agent to be sent out. You may be able to walk into my mind whenever you wish but that is because I let you. I can shut you out if I have to, but I don’t want to.”

“You think you can simply close your mind to me?”

She stroked his cheek with her thumb. “I can, and when I open it, it will expand and take my consciousness out to the stars, leaving my body to wither and fade. It is all up to you, Guardian Stanik. Opening my talent comes with a price.”

She turned and continued her walk through the gardens leaving him to ponder what she had said.

 

 

 

 


Chapter Eight

 

 

She found the garden that she suspected was there. Veera nibbled at the leaves and filed the different spices in her mind. A decent cook could do amazing things with this garden. It was too bad that her own cooking skills sucked.

Stanik approached. “I offer you all that I am.”

With that sentence, he stretched and shifted until he was a beast on all fours as tall as she was.

Get on my back. We are going for a run.

The practical invaded her thoughts. Where did your suit go?

It is a discussion for later. Hop on.

He snuffled at her body, nosing her toward his back.

She grabbed handfuls of silky fur and hauled herself into place.

Ouch. That fur was attached, you know.

You could have knelt, you big baby. She snickered as he started to move forward slowly, and as he picked up speed, she leaned down, burying her face against the silky black waves.

He was entirely black except for his eyes. They were the same smoky grey that sent her senses spinning when they were above her and he was inside her.

She watched his pointed ears as he flicked them, listening to his surroundings. He made it down the steps off the plateau, and the moment they were on even ground, he started to run.

Holding onto an apex predator that was sprinting across the landscape took a lot of coordination. Veera held on with all her muscles tensed until she caught the rhythm of the body beneath her.

The sunlight on his black fur brought the scent of his body to her with every lunge. He left the edge of the forest and moved through the trees.

She had to admit that he was being exceptionally careful, only going under trees that would allow her clearance. No branches slapped her as he moved through the forest.

Where are we going, Stanik?

To a waterfall that Balen showed me the first time I was here.

When were you here before?

Two weeks ago. I came to learn the terrain and get a briefing from the Sector Guard. They are excited to have you on call, by the way.

I am getting that inkling. Why didn’t you tell me all of this up front?

The link was non-negotiable. You needed it to function on worlds that could be fully populated. Your skill at picking out individuals is astounding, by the way. Few telepaths could even go twenty miles from their location, let alone across the stars.

Is it easier for you to talk to me like this?

Yes, this form has no subterfuge. When you shift, your mind shifts with you. Being honest with you is easiest when I have to depend on my sense of smell, hearing and sight. There is no space left for concealing my emotions.

I will remember that.

I believe I just handed you a weapon.

You did. Thank you, Stanik. She ran her fingers through his fur, and he growled low.

The light streaming through the trees flickered as he made his way toward the sound of rushing water.

Veera sat up straight as his gait slowed into a rocking walk. The forest parted, and they were on the edge of a large lake fed by a waterfall that was forty-feet high.

“Oh my. It’s lovely.”

She felt pleasure in her mind. He felt pleasure that she was feeling pleasure. It was a funny circle. He paused, and she carefully dismounted.

He shook himself, and his fur fluffed out from the points at which she had flattened it. Stanik burst into motion, and he jumped into the lake, splashing and frolicking in the water.

Shaking her head, Veera took a seat on the rocky shore.

Join me, Veera.

I can’t. I can’t swim.

His shock came through their link, and she laughed.

He paddled around for a few minutes and then joined her on the edge of the lake. He shook violently, drenching her with cold water. She cried out, and he shook again.

He shifted back into his normal form, and she scowled at him. “You just had to do that, didn’t you?”

He grinned and sat next to her. “Why can’t you swim?”

“I never learned. We travelled so much by spacecraft that there was never time to spend on a world to learn how to swim.”

“Not even when you were a child?”

“We lived inland. No lakes nearby, no rivers, no large bodies of water at all.” She shrugged.

“Wow. I can’t imagine not having a cool lake to jump into on a hot day.”

She laughed and stroked his damp black hair. “We don’t all attract solar radiation like someone with dark hair does. It is one of the perks of having lighter hair.”

“I like your hair. It looks like dark honey.” He lifted a few strands and let them float down again.

She stretched her legs out and sighed. “Now, show me how to bring up a screen and tell me about your suit.”

“My suit is Masuo. Every time you have seen me dressed, I have been wearing it. It shifts with my needs and turns into a small band around my left ankle when I don’t need it.”

“What is Masuo?”

“It’s a plant hybrid that can be grown and embedded with technology if done by the right people. It is very handy for shifters or for those who attend a multitude of worlds where a wardrobe needs to be varied and appropriate at all times.”

“Nice. I am guessing that I don’t get one.”

He put an arm around her shoulders. “It might short out when you use your talent fully. That would leave you naked, and while I would enjoy it, you probably would not.”

She laughed. “No, I would not. Do you think the Citadel has a pool in it somewhere where I can learn to swim?”

“Why not learn here and now?”

She shivered. “I am hungry and my head aches. While I can reach across the stars, it seems that it is a little tiring.”

She felt him touching her thoughts, and she felt his shock.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were in pain?”

Veera laughed tiredly. “Because you were studiously trying not to touch my mind. I wanted to see if it would leak over to you casually or if my barrier was holding. Apparently, the casual veil I drew keeps me from oozing over into you when you are doing something else.”

He cupped her chin, and his mind soothed the aches and pains left by her exertion. “I am going to try to keep myself under control, but it was just such a rush to have more than my own mind in contact with me.”

“We both have adjusting to do. I have the easier portion. I am regaining a life I thought lost, you have to share yours.”

Stanik kissed her. “I do not regret it, and I will try to make sure that you do not as well.”

Veera sighed and returned the kiss, moving closer to him as he put his arms around her. They kissed and enjoyed the simple contact with each other until a cool breeze swept across the lake to chill her.

Without a word, Stanik stood up and shifted to his other form, kneeling to ease her climb up his back. She settled, and when she was ready, she squeezed him with her thighs, setting him in motion.

Having her own riding beast was an excellent bonus to the package that was Stanik. She hoped that he was content with his side of the bargain.

 

 

 

 


Chapter Nine

 

 

Two weeks of bonding time to hone her skills and learn to swim passed as if time were standing still.

The support staff moved into the Citadel and dinner was now a public event. Everyone who wasn’t working had a seat and socialized around the tables, and after weeks of practice, she didn’t pick their brains every time she was in the vicinity.

When she was discussing possible dessert items with the cook, her first call came in. Stanik came up behind her and whispered in her ear. “Get your go bag. We have a call.”

She nodded and excused herself from the conversation about cake and fruit. “Really? We have a call?”

“Yes. Now, get your go bag and meet me in the front courtyard. A shuttle is coming for us.”

She sprang into action, running up the stairs and to their quarters. She opened her wardrobe and grabbed the bag at the bottom, verified the contents and changed to one of her vid-equipped suits and a set of serviceable boots.

Veera was back downstairs in ten minutes, and the shuttle was just setting down. Stanik extended his hand, and she took it. Her mind was trembling with eagerness at the thought of being an actual Citadel agent. It was the first time she had set off on something that was so important.

 

“Pets? You want me to find a pet?” Veera blinked rapidly as the head researcher of Iradu Colony Research swallowed nervously.

The assistant at the research facility spoke up. “They are not simply pets, they are genetically evolved Yaluthu with the ability to spur healing in others.”

Veera smiled. “I am not complaining, I just need all the information that you have and any pictures you have of the…Yaluthu?”

The assistant nodded and offered a data station, bringing up a series of images. The Yaluthu were cute, adorably so. They were a mix of all pastel colours, about eighteen inches tall and twelve inches wide. Small wings flapped and little feet with fuzzy knuckles protruded just under their soft bellies.

Their small faces screamed neoteny. Huge eyes, innocent rounded beaks and fluffy pointed ear buds made her ask the question, “Are these adults?”

“Yes, they begin about an inch tall, but they maintain those characteristics throughout their life until they reach the final cycle at ten years old. From there, they become an avian predator for the next twenty years.”

“How many were taken?”

“All of them. One hundred twenty-four.” The assistant looked very unhappy.

“Who took them?”

“An assistant who it now seems was infiltrating our facility for the purpose of getting access to the Yaluthu.”

A quick search of the young woman’s thoughts and Veera saw the traces of psychic seduction. Veera put her hand on the woman’s shoulders. “Don’t worry about it. You could not have resisted if you had tried.”

The young woman looked at her with hope. “Are you sure? He got the code from me.”

The researcher gasped. “You betrayed the codes?”

The assistant was horrified and mired in a spiral of self-blame.

Veera faced the researcher and found the same psychic traces in his mind. “She was not the only one to fall for the seduction of the interloper. Stop playing the accusation game and tell me if there is anything else that I can use to find them.”

The researcher coloured darkly as he met her knowing gaze. “Would having the prototype help?”

Veera felt Stanik’s agreement. He was interviewing the security force, and they had been seduced as well.

“Yes, please. I will be able to key myself to them more easily if I can see their mental structure.” She had never done anything like it before, but it wouldn’t hurt to know exactly what she was looking for.

The researcher led her to a green space in the centre of the research station, and as they walked through the coded archway, a light trill greeted them. Veera looked toward the sound and watched a small, fluffy body making its way to them at speed. It smacked into her and frantically hopped up and down with its stubby wings outstretched.

“It wants you to pick it up.” The researcher was amazed.

Veera leaned down and lifted the small, warm creature up into her arms. “Hello, cutie.”

The creature started to rumble low, and the noise soothed Veera to the point of complete relaxation.

The researcher blinked. “It likes you. It really likes you.”

Veera looked into the wide golden eyes in the powder blue fur, and she nodded. “I like it too. Can I take it with me?”

“Of course. Please return it when you have found the others. It was our first successful attempt at increasing the size of the original species.”

She cuddled the creature in her arms and smiled. “Was that all you did?”

“Yes. We needed them in a larger size. The smaller creatures are effective, but they do not enable us to make use of them. You can’t hold something that small.” He held up his hand and measured a three-inch span between his fingers.

“Well, I have what I need. Me and Fixit here will meet up with Guardian Stanik and we will be on our way.”

“Fixit?”

Veera blinked and looked down at the innocent face batting long lashes at her. “Yes, its name is Fixit.”

“That was what the original discoverer called the species. We named them after her, the Yaluthu, but I suppose that in their minds, they still remember Fixit.”

She could feel the researcher’s mind working on exploring the generational mind of the Yaluthu while he gave her information on feeding the creature. Shrugging, she took her new companion and carried him through to the security office.

Stanik was waiting, his black uniform very formal and lightly armoured for their conversations with the staff. He nodded and smiled slightly at the creature in her arms.

They had what they needed, so they left to return to the shuttle and the pilot waiting for them.

Captain Haglan Orvin fired up the engines and lifted off. “Where are we going?”

Veera sat just behind him with Fixit in her lap. “We are going to get reinforcements. The Yaluthu are being used to treat the injured on a mobile gladiatorial arena.”

Stanik nodded as he got the details from her mind. “We need to contact Relay on Morganti and get something in place.”

Captain Orvin placed the call, and Stanik gave the details to Relay.

Veera was sitting and cuddling with Fixit, their minds connected easily, and Veera could feel her range expanding.

“Stop that, Fixit. Too much too soon, sweetie.” She stroked Fixit gently, and the beast snuggled against her to sleep.

Stanik finished his conversation with Relay, and Captain Orvin set a course for Morganti. “Should I be jealous?”

“No. Fixit is exhausted with worry for its companions. He can feel their distress at this distance.” She stroked him softly.

“Well, I am the only male allowed to curl up against you when you are naked. I set that rule down right now.” He leaned over and kissed her.

“How long until they can gather a large-enough force?” She licked her lips to get the last taste of him.

“Fourteen hours.”

“Why are we heading to Morganti?”

He chuckled and slipped into the seat next to her. “You need some weaponry. You are not going into a situation like this without a weapon. You may not be able to get Masuo, but there are reinforcements to your suit that can make you safer.”

She leaned against him. “I thought that was your job.”

“I can’t be everywhere at once, and I am acting as your guardian by making sure that you are as protected as I can make you.” He put his arm around her, and they sat together as the good captain took them to Morganti.

It was time to get her ready for battle, but she had no idea what she was going to do when she got there.

 

 

 

 


Chapter Ten

 

 

“It feels funny. Does it look funny, Fixit?” She twisted in her new suit as the Sector Guard and Alliance ships gathered in the staging area.

Stanik was testing the weapons that had been loaded into his suit, and he looked over at her with a grin. “You don’t want my opinion?”

“I know your opinion. I can feel your opinion every time you get a look at my backside. Fixit likes the pink in my suit and when my hair flows down my back. He likes the colours, you like the shape. Two opinions are more reassuring than one.” She chuckled and twisted again.

Her suit was loaded with blades, and she had proved to Fixer that she knew how to use them. Fixit had cheered her on as she lunged and twisted through the obstacle course that Fixer had ready.

The Moreski woman grinned and congratulated her on being the best blades woman that she had seen to date. Fixit was also the subject of admiration. Fixer had her son with her, and the child and the critter had a lovely time together while Veera was going through her paces.

Now, her happy trio was on the shuttle and waiting for the go signal to make the jump into position around the station. Surrounding it was the only way to make sure that those who had been captured had a chance at escape.

Captain Orvin sent a ping through their suit coms. It was time for the final jump, and after that, they would be depending on her direction via the nine receiving telepaths in the fleet.

She reached up and gripped the overhead rungs in the stern of the shuttle. Fixit huddled between her ankles, and Stanik did a partial shift into beast mode.

Veera shivered as they jumped, and she hooked her mind into her eight contacts and fed them the locations of the minds that were on the station under duress or kidnapped.

The locations of the Yaluthu were in large clumps over the station. They were Veera and Stanik’s priority. Everyone else was on a rescue mission for the larger sentients.

Fixit was going to help gather his people, and they were going to help him.

After the jump, they ran silent, everyone moving into position until Guardian and Pax made the call.

When the small chirp came, Orvin locked them to the station hull, and the ship opened a hole to let them drop through the emergency hatch.

We are good. Hop up, Fixit.

She lifted Fixit, and he popped onto her shoulder, hooking his feet into the saddle that Fixer installed for him. He might only be with her for one mission, but he was going to travel in style.

They dropped silently into the station, and Stanik kept himself half shifted and ready for anything.

Fixit raised his head and chirped. Veera wanted to hush him, but he was intent on finding his people. She couldn’t fault him for that.

Answering murmurs came at them on the psychic plane. As the restrained sentients were freed, the Yaluthu were coming to them.

Stanik growled as a pair of guards rushed at them. His suit absorbed the shots, and their armour was no match for his claws and teeth. It was short and savage, but Fixit was enthused by the violence.

Veera stroked her new friend to keep him calm as the surge of minds grew closer to them. Stanik was linked with them as he led them deeper into the station toward the Yaluthu.

She felt the occasional flick of aggression from the beasties as they approached on their stubby legs.

They entered an open space, and the battle raged all around them. Freed fighters took on the guards, and the Yaluthu were waddling through the gore.

It would have been cute if it weren’t so brutal.

Fixit chirped and his kind moved toward him at speed. She waded carefully through the fluffy bodies as they headed for the path to the shuttle and continued until she reached the minds that were still trapped.

A dozen of the little beasts were in a medical bay with damaged men and women curled around them.

“Oh, damn.”

Fixit contacted his kin and they refused to leave their charges. The people needed healing, and the Yaluthu were doing it.

Stanik, can someone come and take these people? The Yaluthu won’t leave them.

I am sending the request. Have you located all the personnel?

As far as I know. I can’t see any other minds that are in distress on this station. After this medical bay, we have them all, though I would like to take a quick run through the station. There are blank spots. Can you see them?

I can. Nothing is always more suspicious than something.

She waited while he ran their plan to tour through the circuit of Sector Guard. Veera was amazed that she could see the communications but didn’t have to be part of them. A total of ten minds were using her to speak, and she didn’t feel a thing.

Stanik finished his briefing and shifted to full beast.

Veera asked Fixit if he wanted to stay with his people, but he wanted to go with her instead.

She climbed onto Stanik’s back and held tight as he moved to the first of the dead zones.

They passed armoured men and women helping to tidy up the residue of the strike. The first dead zone fought her, but Fixit rubbed his head along hers, and the psychic barricade shattered.

Three women were on the other side of a door, and each one was pregnant.

Stanik tore through the tech that barred the door, and as it slid open, Veera left his back to walk in with Fixit on her shoulder.

He sent a call for Guard personnel as Veera entered the room.

The stench of confinement came to her, and she wrinkled her nose, but as she entered, she heard the minds of the women, and it was a relief that they were bruised but not broken.

“Ladies. I am here to get you out. Medical attention is on its way and help is coming.”

Darkness shrouded them, but one leaned into the light. Her face was grimy, scarred and grim. The beauty that she had once worn was evident even under her filth. “Is this a game?”

“No. It’s the truth. The Sector Guard has captured this station and is freeing all those who have been taken against their will.” Veera didn’t dig deeply into their minds. After what they had been through, they needed a little privacy and respect.

The woman in the centre moved forward again, and her companions leaned into the stream of light coming down from the ceiling. The other two women were less battered, but as they came fully into the light, the one who had spoken said, “Taken against our will. Yes, that sums it up.”

Veera identified the crew coming to help. “Help will be here in a moment. I have to go and see if others are kept in holes like this.”

The woman in the centre nodded. “Thank you for seeing us. Now, go and find the others. We are not the only ones.”

Veera sent warmth and gratitude augmented by Fixit. A series of chirps behind her got her attention, and three Yaluthu hopped forward.

The women withdrew, but Veera calmed them. “They are trying to help. Just touch them and see.”

The central one took a pale yellow Yaluthu into her arms, and it made soothing noises as she curled around it. The other women did the same, and Veera felt confident enough to leave them.

Ten of Fixit’s people were waiting outside the chamber, and when Veera climbed on board, they clambered onto Stanik’s back for a ride, holding tight.

This isn’t comfortable, but it will work. Where to next?

She gave him the coordinates, and he sent soothing thoughts to her as he ran through the station.

Her first meeting was re-enacted four more times. Pregnant women were stashed all over the station and in a variety of mental states. She didn’t ask them the details of those who had fathered the children. They were having a hard-enough time accepting that they were rescued. The Yaluthu were being very helpful and by the time all zones had been ripped apart, Veera was hovering on the edge of tears.

It is all right to be affected, Veera. Just run through what we have to do now, and you can grieve for what you have seen later.

Stanik’s voice was calm in her thoughts, but she could feel that he was experiencing some of the same waves of despair as she was.

She did a final check and the station was clear. No more blank spots, no more hidden caches of women.

We can go now, Stanik. I want to leave this place. She buried her face in his fur as he returned them to their shuttle. Fixit rubbed her cheek with his, and he tried to comfort her, but there was no comfort in what had been done to the people on this station.

If this was what her new job would entail, she was going to retire.

 

 

 

 


Chapter Eleven

 

 

Veera cried for two days and moped for five. Stanik tried to calm her, but the shock and horror of what she had seen through the eyes of the men and women trapped on that station worked like acid on her soul.

The research station agreed to leave the active Yaluthu with their injured companions. The creatures wouldn’t separate from a living being in need and that meant that Fixit was constantly on one side and Stanik was on the other.

“Well, I suppose it is time for lunch. There is going to be some new intake today.” Veera tried to be cheerful, but her heart ached.

Stanik hugged her and rubbed his chin on her forehead. “There is. I think you will enjoy the new arrivals to Balen. Come along.”

With his arm around her, they walked down to the dining hall. The cooks had bent over backward in an effort to cheer her up with pastries and cakes. Her mind was too heavy for any casual frivolity, including the edible kind.

Stanik was trying to cheer her from the inside out, but it wasn’t coming to her quite yet. Even with her mind wide open for years, she hadn’t felt that concentrated despair. It shocked her, and she didn’t know how to cope with what she had seen.

Fixit was in a fussy mood and that got her attention as they sat, and her fuzzy friend hopped to the table next to her. She was about to get up and grab some food when the cook brought a heavily laden tray to their table.

“Excellent service, Hinya. Why the special treatment?” Fixit walked to the tray and started pecking at a shredded meat dish.

Chef Hinya grinned, “Avatar Zenina-Balen is having us prepare for one hundred twenty newcomers, staff and students. We are putting lunch on for them but didn’t want you to have to run through them when they arrived. I didn’t know Fixit ate meat.”

Veera touched the creature’s mind, but Fixit wanted meat, and it was going to have it. “Apparently, he wants the meat.”

Stanik chuckled. “It might explain the moult on him. He isn’t quite as fluffy as he used to be.”

Veera looked him over and crooned to Fixit as she stroked his fluff. Fine strands came off in her hands. “Oh dear. I hope one of the newcomers is a vet. I am worried.”

“Call the research station?”

Fixit was perfectly content when she felt his mind. “He seems okay, but I will call after lunch. Eat around him.”

She chuckled, and Stanik’s mind surged with relief. She realized it was her first laugh in a week, and he had been worried.

She reached out and stroked his cheek. “I am sorry. I will get better. I promise. I simply need time to adapt to what I saw.”

“I understand. Eat quickly. I believe that the rest of the Citadel just showed up.”

Men and women in long robes walked in, the colours denoted their rank and speciality, but Veera had never learned the differences.

More women and men followed, looking around curiously as they milled forward in white robes. Veera smiled in greeting as they walked in, but something in Stanik’s mind told her to look closer.

When one of the newcomers walked toward her, a huge pregnant belly preceding her and scars on her face, Veera suddenly understood. Happy tears started in her eyes.

She got to her feet and the woman rushed into her arms. “Welcome to Balen, Saga Neific.”

Their hug was broken by another woman, a man and a round of touches and caresses that took an hour to sort out. The survivors of Lithnan Station had a new home.

Fixit crept up on her shoulder and chirped triumphantly. Around the legs of the newcomers, a wave of Yaluthu came forward to greet their leader.

Veera put Fixit on the ground, and she noticed how tall the prototype was compared to those who followed. The Yaluthu moved off to one side and went through a formal greeting that made Veera smile.

They rubbed heads, touched wings and rubbed backs, one after another. By the time they were finished, Fixit was nearly bald, but he was perfectly content.

Stanik got up and walked over to the groups of folk in instructor robes. One male accompanied him back to the Yaluthu gathering.

“Veera, this is Healing Instructor Canevor. He is also familiar with most animals. He is willing to take a look at Fixit.” Stanik wrapped his arms around her as the instructor knelt to greet the creatures.

With some coaxing, Fixit allowed a light touch, but when Canevor stroked him, Fixit snapped at him.

Veera’s eyes widened. “What the hell? Fixit, come here.”

Her creature waddled over, and she lifted him to her shoulder. “I am sorry that he snapped at you, Healer.”

Canevor smiled, his green skin crinkling and his third eye winking pleasantly at her. “I do not worry. Your friend is merely preparing to alter to its next incarnation. The first step is leaving its fluff behind. In a few weeks, you are going to have quite the predator on your hands.”

Fixit stretched proudly and flapped his stubby wings.

Zenina-Balen walked in and looked around with a cheerful smile. She came over to Veera and Stanik. “I am glad to see you are settling in, Veera, Stanik. May we speak in the garden?”

They walked out the glass-paneled doors and into the open air.

When they were halfway through the garden, Zenina-Balen paused. “I have a proposal for you.”

Veera cocked her head and Stanik put his arm around her waist. “Please, tell me what you would like me to do.”

“Stay here. Be the headmaster and coordinator of Citadel Balen. I know it usually goes to a more senior person in the Citadel, but you are uniquely qualified to keep tabs on everyone in the facility, their strengths and failings. Stanik can be your receptionist.” Zenina-Balen winked.

“So, you are serious about this?” Stanik scowled. “What about time to visit family?”

“Standard three weeks off and whatever emergency time you need.” Zenina-Balen reached out and took Veera’s hand. “You are not suited to field work. Some of us aren’t. I have to stay near Balen or the planet becomes distressed, and the sun freaks right out.”

Stanik chuckled. “I have heard.”

Zenina-Balen’s pale cheeks pinked. “He can be very vocal.”

Veera blinked. “I am still confused. You want me to be headmaster of a Citadel? What do I have to do?”

Zenina-Balen caressed her mind with the lightest of touches.

Veera fell back into Stanik’s arms at the impact of being touched by a planet. “Ow.”

Zenina-Balen winced. “Sorry. It was the lightest touch I can give. On the plus side, you now know all there is to know about running a Citadel and the inner workings of Balen.”

Veera rubbed at her forehead. “You are right. It’s all in here. I am guessing that I now have to accept.”

Zenina-Balen grinned. “I could remove the knowledge, but you wouldn’t like that.”

Fixit chirped angrily at the Avatar.

The mind of the planet looked out through amused eyes. “I see you have more than one guardian. It will be a good thing when you are called on to lead assemblies and negotiate for the best rates for your students.”

Veera was uneasy until she found the knowledge she needed in her mind. “You are very thorough.”

“You have no idea. As we speak, I am having your possessions moved to new, larger quarters. Your robes are waiting in those quarters, as are some suits that Fixer put together for you. Additional supplies and staff will be flowing in for this week, and after that, regular shipments will be sent on a semi-monthly basis. Call on me if you need anything. You know how to get in touch.” Zenina-Balen lifted off and flew away.

Fixit flapped his stubby wings but was unable to follow.

“Easy, little fella, you will have your chance. I am sure of it.” Veera looked up at Stanik. “Are you up for this?”

“I have the woman I want and a world to roam as I please.” He kissed her softly. “I am up for anything.”

She turned in his arms and leaned up for a more riotous kiss than she had managed in a week. Stanik bent her back, and she heard a squawk, but when he lifted her again, he held her tight against him. “I have never made love to a headmaster before.”

She chuckled. “I have never taken advantage of a receptionist. I look forward to the experience.”

He laughed and walked into the building. “Not too far forward. I give it five minutes.”

She laughed and held tight as they passed the students, instructors and the support staff helping to organize everyone. He followed the scent of their possessions to their new chambers, and once inside, it was a race to the finish.

 

A low tapping on the door brought her out of her afterglow. She tugged the sheet from Stanik and walked to the door.

Fixit marched through, irritated and huffy.

“Oh, honey, I didn’t know you couldn’t manage stairs.”

He gave her a baleful look and hopped into her trunk to make his nest in her costumes and weapons.

“I suppose that showed me.” She stroked his head, and he gave up his grump to rub up against her hand.

It was amazing that both men in her life so easily forgave her for thoughtless behaviour. Her luck had taken a sudden swing in the upward direction.

Veera returned to the new bed where Stanik was wearing nothing but a smile and a heated gaze. “So, one week of abstinence and you go off like a rocket?” She knelt on the side of the bed and walked her fingers up his thigh.

“I believe that we were both on that rocket, but now, I am in the mood for something a little slower with plenty of time for instruction.” He pulled her across his chest. “You are the new headmaster, teach me something.”

She laughed and nuzzled at his neck. “The life cycle of a Jaro bee is only thirty minutes long.”

“What?”

“You wanted me to teach you something, so now, it’s your turn.”

She squealed as he rolled her to her back, and their mutual education continued into the night.

 

 

 

 


Chapter Twelve

 

 

After his transformation into a raptor with the power of healing, Fixit took to spending every waking moment in Veera’s trunk.

She didn’t know what was causing his shy behaviour, but she brought him meals every day for three weeks. When she heard the first little thought from the trunk, she thought she was hearing things in her mind. As nine others joined it, she looked into the trunk, and Fixit moved aside to show her his babies.

Fluffy little Yaluthu babies were creeping around on one of her old bodysuits. She nodded and sent a query to Fixit. She smiled when the answer was the affirmative.

 

Veera, or Headmaster Halig as she was now called, sat behind her desk and laughed at the antics of the one-week-old Yaluthu babies. They were already six inches tall and chattering constantly. Fixit watched over them with the attention of a focused parent.

The researcher that had evolved the Yaluthu was speaking to her on the com. “Headmaster Halig, I need those Yaluthu back.”

Veera looked at him. “The next generation and the evolved Yaluthu are not yours. You received sixty of the original one hundred twenty-one. Be content with that.”

“They are mine, you cannot keep them.”

“They are sentient and now indigenous to Balen. It is amazing what technically happens when you restart a world. Anything that casts the next generation actually becomes a member or a species registered to that world.” She chuckled, and Fixit jumped to her shoulder and squawked angrily at the researcher.

“It…it morphed.”

“He certainly did. Did you know that they are born pregnant? This lovely fellow on my shoulder has been most forthcoming with knowledge now that he is mature. When those others mature, you will have the Alliance breathing down your neck, demanding their freedom. You might just want to send them here and save us all a lot of fuss.”

She smiled brightly into the com and the man paled as she reached out and touched his thoughts.

“How are you…”

“We all have our skills. Now, send them out on the next transport, or I will have a ship come to collect them. They cannot evolve on your world and keeping the infant of a sentient species in captivity is frowned upon within the Alliance.”

He spluttered, but she could feel the resignation in his mind. He would send them to Balen, and they would be able to live their lives with their own kind.

Fixit was the eldest of an entire generation. The Yaluthu were a slow-breeding race who had enjoyed the wilds of their world. The genetic modification did not bother them much. They liked being bigger. Since predators were no longer a danger, Fixit was offering the little ones as companions for Citadel personnel and the Sector Guard. They could heal slowly and comfort on an emotional level that Veera could testify to.

“If I don’t hear from you in a week, the next contact will be via shuttlecraft. Have a nice day.”

She cut the com and smiled as Saga waddled into the room. She was ready to have her child, as were two of the other women from the station.

“Are you ready for lunch?” Saga smiled.

“I am getting there.” She rose from her seat and tapped the basket twice. The nine little bodies tumbled end over end and fitted themselves into the basket. “Woof. This is one of the last weeks I will be able to do this.”

Stanik came into the room and took the basket from her.

Fixit hopped to the pad on his shoulder, and Fixit watched his little ones carefully.

“I will take them, you help Saga down the stairs.”

Veera laughed. “It serves her right for coming up here.”

Saga gasped and smacked her on the arm. “You will pay for that, Headmaster.”

Veera smiled. “I have no doubt. By the way, my brother, sister and the rest of my family are coming here for a performance.”

Her black robes with gold piping swirled as she took Saga’s arm and helped her down the four flights of steps in the administration wing.

By the time they were down, there was the normal crowd around Fixit and the babies, so Saga and Veera snuck over to the buffet and filled up while everyone else was distracted.

“Sadly, I think this will be the only set of hatchlings that Fixit has. Too bad, I like going to the front of the line.” She laughed and took the tray to the table surrounded by the folks stroking and cooing to the adorable little beasties. She cleared her throat, and the crowd faded away. The other Yaluthu were running wild in the forest during most days, reappearing only for the occasional treat.

“Your fee, good sir.” She passed Stanik a full plate, and he grinned and dug in. They had been distracting the crowd from the moment that Fixit had allowed his little ones on public display.

“This isn’t going to work much longer.”

Veera sighed. “I know. They won’t fit in the basket if they keep growing.”

He howled with laughter, and Saga laughed at her disgruntled expression.

Fixit hopped across the table and ate from her plate, hopping back to feed his little ones.

Veera ate her lunch and looked around. She was queen of all she surveyed, and she currently had nine Citadel members on assignments with the Sector Guard, three off on recruitment and the remainder were here at home. Her family was coming to visit, and the Citadel had every spare midwife and midwifery student posted at Balen with the fifteen pregnant women preparing to bring their new ones into the world.

It was going to be the first Citadel with a crèche. Zenina-Balen was delighted. New citizens brought life and created a stable base for the resurfaced world. Balen liked babies, he was trying to convince his Avatar to give in and have one. Rolland-Saru was on Balen’s side and with a crèche at the Citadel, she would have unlimited childcare if she needed it.

Balen was alive and hopping. Shuttles came and went. Station 13 continued to send experiments to the base that required a natural atmosphere.

Veera reached out and touched Stanik’s mind with hers, amazed that after so much time craving silence, she found herself revelling in everything but.

He touched her thoughts and drew a bubble around them. They sat in the privacy of their link with dozens of folk around them. He lifted her hand and pressed a kiss to the interior of her wrist. The images he sent to her mind revolved around her wide desk, and she shivered lightly as the images got very detailed.

Saga snorted and said, “I will bring Fixit and the little ones up later. You look like you could use a…nap.”

Veera got to her feet and grabbed Stanik as he shifted to his beast form and ran up the steps to her office. She had work on her agenda for the afternoon, but it could wait for an hour…maybe two.

She was just hoping that this time they didn’t turn on the com again.

 

 

 

 


Author’s Note

 

 

Veera and Stanik appeared in Mauled by Destiny. The Lyrans are an interesting species, and eventually, we are going to see them in their home location.

I am not sure when. I am never sure when. Each book calls out for a new environment, and if my cover artist would stop making interesting covers for me, I am sure that I would settle down into a nice, repetitive location.

For those who are curious, Gift of Wyora, was the first example of Wyoran links. Wyt and Wild was the first sighting of Relay and Effin.

 

Well, Ice Runner is next up, and it speaks to me personally. It has been a long, cold winter, and I am more than ready to spend some time someplace warm.

 

Thanks for reading. (And I do mean that, even if you hate the book. Neener.)

 

Viola Grace

 

http://www.violagrace.com

viola@violagrace.com
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