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Iris has used her ability to dream her target’s location to gain recognition and to be the most efficient hunter she could be. The psychic knives that appear at the ends of her hands help her to stun rather than kill prey when a death is not necessary. Nothing escapes her, not livestock, not lost people. Anything that runs, she can hunt.

When the Citadel calls on her to help find a lost object in an alien jungle, how can she resist the urge to test her skills on another world?

Venin is a throw-back shifter of the Azon variety. He has the ability to embrace his peoples’ most ancient form and use the instincts that accompany it to his advantage.

Partnering with Iris is not his first inclination but once he gets to know the hunter, he wants nothing more than to sprint with her in the wild and test out both of their basic instincts to the max.
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Chapter One

Iris watched the beast circle its target. The beltharo was a predator of the highest order and yet, it always chose the weakest targets. The current object of its hunger was a young woman who huddled, trembling, against a rock.

“Galria? Please stay still and don’t try to run. I will draw its attention, but if you move, it will turn to attack you. Do you understand? If you cannot bear the sight, close your eyes and cover your ears the moment that I engage it.”

The woman stared at her, wide-eyed at her appearance. “I understand.” Her voice was a low whisper.

Iris fought a smile. She had been attending a formal event in her town, receiving an award for being the prime hunter of the region. Her hair was up in elaborate curls, her best boots rose to mid-thigh and her matching vest covered her in the softest leather.

She looked like she was about to attend the most formal of hunts and as she engaged her psychic knives, she felt like it.

Concentrating on the business at hand, Iris let out a harsh groan to draw her prey. The beltharo whirled and lashed its scaled tail inches from the young woman pinned against the rock.

A peculiar calm swept through her as it always did when she hunted. The beast charged and she sidestepped, slashing at the animal with her psychic knife. It screamed and arched violently away and she pursued it.

The beltharo curled away and tried to attack her once again. She leapt into the air and came down on its neck, burying her knives into its spine. The animal collapsed and whimpered as it shifted slightly under her.

When she felt consciousness leave the beast, Iris got to her feet. She retracted her psychic knives and went to rescue her target.

“Galria? We can go now. I have a rhesh waiting for us.” Iris put her arm around the girl and helped her to her feet.

“I have been lost for two days. How did you find me?” Galria was spotted with blood, splashed with mud and very pale.

“It is what I do. The woods are no mystery to me, pet.” Iris smiled. “The only mystery is why it took so long for your father to ask for help.”

Galria blushed. “I told him I was running away with Travez. He must have thought I had gone through with it.”

“You obviously didn’t find your young man.”

“I couldn’t find the rock where we were to have met and then darkness fell and I got lost.”

She sobbed and Iris gave her a one-armed hug while they walked to the clearing where the clawed and fanged riding beasts were waiting. “Have you ridden a rhesh before?”

Galria had a stunned look on her face. “No. I have not. I have heard that some ride them, but I usually ride a manuk.”

Iris helped the young woman into the saddle. “His name is Torth and he is a calm one. Just keep your weight in the stirrups and hold on. I will lead you.”

Iris got onto her own mount, Teddi, and took the leads from Torth. “There is a pouch with water and another one with food in it. We will be moving slowly through the woods so you can eat while we walk.”

“Thank you. Thank you so much.” Galria immediately grabbed for the water and carefully took a few sips.

Comforted that her charge was not going to try gorging herself on water or food, Iris shifted forward and Teddi took his first steps on their path home.

It took a certain posture to be comfortable on a rhesh, but Iris had plenty of practice. The more common manuk with their six legs and herbivore tendencies made them the preferred beasts of burden in most areas, but if you wanted to get into the forest, it was rhesh all the way.

Iris looked behind her a few times during their trek out of the woods and Galria was surprisingly calm after her ordeal. She had finished eating and drinking and was watching the forest go by.

They were in a wide-enough area for Iris to bring her mount almost in line with Torth. She looked at the young woman with concern. “Are you injured elsewhere?”

Galria burst into tears. “Only my heart. I thought that Travez wanted me, was willing to run away with me, but when I saw him in the woods he was in the arms of another woman. He said he wanted to marry me but he was with her.”

Iris winced. “Is there any way that you misinterpreted what you saw?”

She sniffled. “Only if he slipped and fell into her genitals, repeatedly.”

Iris hissed in sympathy. “Oh, that isn’t good.”

“I couldn’t face my father, I couldn’t face Travez, so I ran. Now, I realize I should have just gone home and admitted what went on. I want to live and I want to find a man who won’t screw another woman just because he isn’t expecting me early to the rendezvous.”

She wiped her nose on her sleeve but straightened, regaining her dignity.

Iris grinned. “That is the spirit. Wait for the man who likes you for you and who will be waiting for you to choose the time and place. Not all men are like Travez. Some are better, some are worse, but all have something to offer. You just have to wait and use your instincts. They will tell you when the man is right. The right timing sometimes follows and sometimes, you have to make it yourself.”

Galria grinned. “Do you have a man in your life?”

“Sort of. I am a Deccoran. We believe in finding our mate in our dreams and then finding that man and bringing him into our reality. It takes a bit of practice to recognize the signs, but I am on the cusp of finding my mate. I only have to wait for a few more signals from the universe and he will be here.”

Galria was amazed. “I have heard of Deccorans but never met one before.”

“We don’t really advertise. Following dreams as messages from the creator does not sit well with many, but I managed to find you after dreaming of your location last night, so I think that it works.”

“What? Why didn’t you come to me then?”

Iris sighed. “I could see the location that I found you in and an aura of danger but nothing solid. I didn’t see you, but when they asked me to look for you, I went straight to the spot of my dreams and there you were.”

The young woman blinked. “Oh. Thank you for heeding your dreams.”

“It is my job. Now, we are entering an open area and there is at least one other beltharo in the area. The rhesh are going to run and you are going to have to hang onto the saddle ridge with all of your might. We are going to move fast.”

Galria looked nervous, but when she nodded, Iris sighed and shifted in her saddle.

Teddi’s four ears swivelled as he took in what she was about to do. He jerked his wide head at Torth and the other beast perked up and they both rippled into their running postures.

The fur of the rhesh sleeked back and they crouched low.

“Here we go.”

She nudged Teddi lightly with her heels and both beasts leapt forward. The howl of the beltharo was unmistakable and while she crouched over her beast’s neck, Iris prepared her bolt gun.

The moment that they cleared the woods and entered the open space of the grassland, the beltharo broke from cover.

It was fast, scaly, clawed and wore a crest of feathers that showed it to be a female and probably very hungry.

Iris sighed at the necessity of wounding the animal, but as it gained on them, there was no choice. Teddi ran flat out across the plain, his muscles bunching and extending with every great leap.

Iris turned in her saddle and took aim at the bounding predator. Timing the shot with the cadence of Teddi and the beltharo, the bolt flew free and lodged in the female’s crest, paralyzing her instantly. She couldn’t even howl.

As the huge animal skidded to a halt, Iris pulled Teddi to a halt, bringing Torth in with him.

“Why aren’t we going?” Galria was terrified.

“I cannot leave her wounded. I either kill her or remove the bolt. No hunter leaves an animal defenceless and injured.” Iris turned Teddi back toward the beltharo and they walked up to the locked predator.

Iris dismounted and moved swiftly to the scaly head. At the base of the crest, where she had fired her bolt, was the nerve centre of the animal. “Don’t speak of what you are about to see. It would not go well for you.”

Iris charged up her psychic knives and plunged them into the beast’s brain, causing it to black out.

The moment that the animal was completely still beneath her, she retracted her knives and worked the bolt out of its skull, pressing the hole closed with her fist.

When Iris turned and wiped her bloody hand on her trousers, she saw Galria’s appalled expression.

“Yes, that is right. You were saved by a morinial. Now, I will get you home and you need never speak of it again.”

Galria’s lips pressed closed and she straightened in her saddle.

Iris fought her amusement and regained her own mount. With a low hum to Teddi, they regained their speed and continued their way through the forest and to the roads that would help Galria get home.

Her family was relieved to see her and Iris was handed a small bag of coins. Galria’s father nodded. “Thank you, hunter.”

Iris inclined her head in response. “It is what I do.”

The moment Galria was clear of the rhesh, Iris wheeled her beasts and galloped into the sunset. There was no sense waiting to be invited to the party. Now that Galria knew what she was, there was no way that the invitation would ever appear.

With the coins in her vest next to her skin, she returned to her home. It had been a long day and she really needed a good night’s sleep. Who knew what dreams the next day would bring?






Chapter Two

Her mother interrupted Iris’s morning tea. “Iris, did you really kill two beltharo yesterday?”

Iris sipped and blinked at her mother. “Did you really substitute low fat for all of Father’s cream?”

Ravon Markee blinked in shock. “How did you know that?”

Iris tapped the side of her nose. “I can smell it. Plus, Father has been complaining about it for two weeks.”

Ravon took a seat across from Iris and poured herself a cup of tea. “That is cheating. Do you think he knows?”

She chuckled at her mother’s blush. “Yes. If I can smell it, my father can smell it. He is simply humouring you. Why are you doing it?”

“He has been getting a little heavier around the midsection. I just wanted to keep him fit and healthy.”

Iris laughed at her mother’s mutterings. She inherited not only her mother’s looks but also her strange urge for low-toned conversations.

“Now, peapod, what happened yesterday? I thought you were attending your ceremonies. It was a little shocking to have them announce you as Prime Hunter and not have you there.”

“I was called away to rescue a lost woman from a few towns over. Teddi and Torth got a good workout and I stunned two of the beltharo with my knives.”

“Did anyone see?”

“The young woman saw, but she is unlikely to speak of it. Something about a beltharo trying to kill you has a tendency to blur social niceties.” Iris offered her mother some scones.

The baker had been by early in the morning, as had the farmer. Iris had bought her supplies for the next few days, including butter and milk. She grinned at her mother. “The cream is full fat.”

Ravon grinned. “Thank the stars. It has been harder on me than it has your father. Do you have any butter?”

Laughter spilled out of Iris as she and her mother exchanged pleasantries over scones, muffins and tea.

“Your father and I had an interesting visitor yesterday.” Ravon took a sip of her tea and smiled.

“Did you? That’s nice. Visitors are always welcome and interesting ones are so hard to find.” Thwarting her mother’s teasing was always entertaining and a very easy thing to enjoy.

Her mother let out a gust of air. “Fine. The Citadel has heard that there is a morinial in our town and they want to meet her.”

Iris leaned back in her chair. “You don’t say. How do they know it’s a she? And why did they come to you?”

“Your father does have certain status as mayor, you know.”

“What did he tell them?”

“He would look into it and get back to them today.”

“He is so very politic when he has to be.” Iris smiled. “I did wonder how long it would be before someone spoke out. What was the Citadel offering?”

“They were very vague. Something about a position and an assignment to seek out something. They seemed eager.”

Iris looked at her chiller and the breadbox. “If I am away for a few days, can you eat my food and weed my garden?”

“Of course, peapod. Do you think you will be gone long?”

Iris cleaned up the dishes and washed them in the sink. “Well, Mama, last night, I dreamed of the stars.”

Iris rode Teddi up to the gates of the Citadel outpost Keroa. The two men on guard in their smoke grey and black robes greeted her. “Welcome, traveller. How may we help you?”

She dismounted from her rhesh and looked at them in turn. “I understand that someone at the Citadel has been looking for a morinial. I decided to audition for the position.”

One of the men stepped forward and held out his hand, palm up. “Allow me to lead you inside, candidate.”

“And read my talent at the same time? Certainly. Take my hand, Teller, and determine if I am a freak by Keroa standards.” She put one hand out and kept her other on the reins.

“Harvin will take your rhesh for you and get it something to eat.” The other guard took Teddi and led him into the compound. The gates shut and locked with their guards inside.

Iris was inside the Citadel and she had to find out why folk were looking for her. In her eleven years as an active talent, or morinial, no one had ever come looking for her for anything other than her skill as hunter. Some days, anything new was interesting.

The outpost was small, it held twenty members of the Citadel who involved themselves with the community and used Keroa to propel themselves to the outer planets of the system.

Few Keroans had ever been inside the buildings, so it was fascinating to see them up close.

The guard who had a grip on her hand suddenly looked nervous. She came to the awareness that he had just determined her talent.

“Don’t worry. I have not accidentally discharged my blades in almost a decade.” She chuckled at his small sigh of relief.

“Thank you. When awareness of your talent struck, I was pointedly focused on where your hand was.”

Iris almost hooted with laughter, but she restrained it to a light snigger.

They passed into the main building and the guard took her to an office. He knocked on the door. “Administrator. There is someone here to see you.”

“Come in.”

The guard left her with a bow and she opened the door in front of her. Two creatures were inside and since Iris had never seen an alien before, she had to guess at what they were based on Alliance information streams.

Two men turned to her, one crimson and one bronze, both with savage features. She grinned at them and inclined her head. “Gentlemen, I believe that I am the morinial you are looking for.”






Chapter Three

To her shock, both men’s nostrils flared. She knew that expression. They were both of species that used scent to gain information.

“What have your noses told you, gentlemen?” Her lips were twitching in amusement.

The one sitting behind the desk, the red one, sat up and spoke. “You are a blended female with at least nine races muddled together, you have power and you rode a rhesh here.”

The bronze one smiled. “Also, you are not in season and you like butter on your bread.”

Iris laughed. “Very nice. May I have your names?”

The one who had just spoken got to his feet, his midnight robes swirling around him. “I am Venin, traveler of the Citadel. This is Administrator Hyak.”

“I am prime hunter and morinial, Iris Markee. I hear that you have been looking for me.”

Venin smiled and held out a chair for her. “If you are the one we seek, we need your help off world.”

She slid into the chair and settled the knives she wore on her hips. The ones on her thighs were tightly bound, as were the ones tucked into the tops of her boots.

“How will you know if I am the one and what do you need me for?”

Venin sat back and gestured for the administrator to speak.

Hyak cleared his throat. “Venin is travelling to locate a lost temple and a psychic crystal. We need someone to go with him who is familiar with forests and the beasts within. He needs a bodyguard.”

Venin shrugged. “I am better in cities, there are too many hunting smells in a forest. They confuse me.”

She laughed. “They distract you.”

His grin said it all.

Hyak broke in, “Hunter Iris, may we see a demonstration of your talent?”

She raised her hands and extended her psychic knives. “What other kind of demonstration would you like?”

Hyak was out of his chair. He extended his arm. “I have heard that it cuts without breaking the skin.”

“Are you sure? It hurts from what I have been told.”

Hyak smiled. “I am sure that I will be able to deal with it.”

Shrugging, she stroked the edge of the blade along his skin once before rearing back and plunging it in.

The words that he used as he cursed were distinctively Wyoran as he jerked his arm back and slammed into the wall.

She winced. “Usually, I make a debilitating strike at a nerve cluster. Don’t worry, the feeling will return in a few minutes.”

Absently, she retracted the knives and resumed her seat.

Venin asked her, “Do you have complete control over them?”

“I do. Trust me, I was a quick study after the first time I spiked myself in the head. Now, I am far more precise where I lay my blades.”

Hyak was busy working the feeling back into his arm. “That must have been painful.”

“A little, but waking up on the back of my rhesh miles from where I started was far worse. My father found me six hours later, headed the wrong way. He started my hunter training that very day.”

The memory of that day made her smile. Her hunter education had become necessary even though it was not something her father had wished for her. He had wanted her to live, love and have little ones, but that had not been her destiny.

“You are an accomplished hunter then?” Venin was leaning forward intently.

“I am the best Keroan hunter you will find. I have been named this area’s prime hunter just this week. Now, tell me what you are seeking.” Iris sat back and waited.

Venin stood and began to pace.

“What do you know of the dead gods?”

His tone was that of a teacher and her lips quirked in amusement.

“Not much. I know that there were once elder races that chose to blend with more recent ones, but the only ones who know of them first hand are stars and planets.”

Venin and Hyak were both surprised.

Hyak mentioned, “You know more than many in the Alliance.”

She chuckled. “There isn’t much out here but reading and hunting. Keroa-Uli has been a good friend and we spend many nights playing board games and talking.”

“The planetary avatar?” Hyak seemed surprised.

“Well, technically the planet is the one who comes over to play. He likes the children’s games and delights in moving the pieces around the board. Uli watches and comes out when needed, I am pretty sure that Keroa uses him to cheat.”

Both men seemed surprised at that, but Venin continued. “The dead gods were once living, powerful beings that offered their talents to those near them. In exchange, many temples were built in their honour and objects were accumulated to assist them in their worldly work.

“On Thiiril, there was a dead god who controlled the weather using a large crystal. We have been given intelligence that the Raiders are seeking this crystal for themselves. The Citadel is determined to get to it first.”

“Why do you need me? This seems like the sort of thing would be better handled by others.” She cocked her head, genuinely curious.

Venin sighed and Hyak rubbed his face with his hand.

“What Venin isn’t telling you is that nine teams have walked on Thiiril and none has even gotten close to the temple. The area is a rain forest and full of deadly beasts. No scanners penetrate the gloom and since we are not sure of exactly what we are looking for, no Finder can locate it.”

Iris raised her eyebrows. “And you think I can find it?”

Venin chuckled. “No, but I think you can watch my back while I find it. The animals on that world are hostile to all invading forces. They mean business, but killing something that is simply engaging in its instincts is unacceptable to me unless there is no other option. Finding a hunter that could stun and not kill the deadliest of beasts led me here. Hyak didn’t even know you existed until I asked to meet with you.”

Iris quirked her lips. “I am a well-kept secret, but how did you learn I was here.”

“You have a proud community. When can you leave?”

She chuckled. “I have my provisions and clothing in my saddle bags. I am ready when you are.”

Administrator Hyak raised his hand. “Wait, there is one formality to attend to. Iris, will you agree to be an adjunct member of the Citadel? It means that when you go off world like this, you will draw a wage in our service.”

She grinned. “Where do I sign?”

He rolled out a contract and quickly crossed out several paragraphs.

“What were those for?”

“Training to use your talent. If you are using your talent and you trained yourself, you do not get charged room, board and instruction fees.”

She laughed and gave the contract a quick perusal. The writing was direct. As a self-trained talent, she was hiring herself out to the Citadel as a subcontractor. They would pay her a fee for every assignment depending on the level of difficulty but always enough to compensate her for her time away from home and duties.

The contract would last for three years, at which time, either party could opt out.

She signed the document and looked up with a smile.

She pressed her credit slip to the recorder and grinned when Hyak said, “Your funds are in your account. You are now an acting agent of the Citadel.”

“Excellent. Well, Venin, shall we go?”

He blinked. “You are ready to go, just like that?”

“I have already arranged for my mother to watch my house and weed my garden. What more do I need to do?”

He seemed surprised. “You knew you were leaving today.” It wasn’t a question.

“Of course. I dreamed of the stars, now take me to them and take care of my rhesh while you are at it.” She got to her feet and stood by the door. “I am waiting.”

He laughed, saluted Hyak and turned to her. “Far be it from me to keep a woman waiting.”

“I am not a woman, I am a hunter. Try to keep the distinction in your mind and what happens on the surface will be easier on you. You will be my charge and I can and will get you through the jungle alive.”

Hyak grinned. “It seems like you are in good hands, Venin. Enjoy your journey and give me a full report when you return.”

Venin blinked. “It seems I will. Thank you for your assistance in this, Iris Makee.”

She smiled. “Thank me when we have found the object and return intact. Until then, this is a hunt with an uncertain outcome.”

Venin joined her and together, they walked through the halls of the Citadel outpost, gathered her saddlebags and walked to the small shuttle pad at the back of the facility.

Her first look at a shuttle surprised her. While they looked relatively small overhead, in person, the vehicle was approximately a quarter of a kilometer long.

“It is far larger than I thought it would be.”

Venin grinned. “That is not the first time I have heard that. Please. Come on board and stow your bags. We have a window of opportunity to catch a jump ship and it is closing rapidly. The sooner we get sky bound, the better.”

She snorted and stowed her bags in the cupboard he showed her to. “Fine, but it is my first flight. Be gentle with me.”

He chuckled. “Not the first time I have heard that one either.”

She sighed and realized that this was going to be a very long flight.






Chapter Four

The feeling of disorientation was almost overwhelming. “Is it always so intense?”

Venin laughed. “You are providing me with endless opportunities for inappropriate comments, Iris.”

“Zip it and tell me that I will get used to it, traveler.” She pinched the bridge of her nose and tried to focus.

“You will get used to it. We have left the atmosphere now, look out at the stars.”

She did as he said and focused on the constellation she recognised. The hunter. Her mother had always told her that those stars had guarded her birth and now, she was flying toward them. It was a peculiar change in location that was bringing her to the places that she had only dreamed of before this moment.

In her mind, she let space take the place of her forests, alien races and other ships were now the beasts and the stars were the trees and landmarks that she used to find her way. It was a surprisingly easy transition.

“What does morinial mean?” His tone was conversational, but his curiosity was definitely evident.

“Administrator Hyak didn’t explain it to you?”

“I doubt he knows what it means. It is a uniquely Keroan word.” Venin had his hands on the controls as they sailed toward the stars.

She smiled and noted a tiny speck on the displays. “Is that where we are going?”

“Yes, it’s a jump ship. It is going to get us closer to Thiiril. Now, what is morinial about?”

“A long time ago on Keroa, there was a crash landing of a strange species. They called themselves the Morin and the entire ship contained twelve males.”

“Did these men blend with your species?”

She snickered. “They seduced every woman they could find and their genes were firmly sown into the population within a month. They had a series of psychic talents that they used to charm their way into the bed of every eligible and several married women. Their touch induced a hypnotic state and the existing population was no match for their peculiar skills.”

“What happened to them?”

“The population rose up in revolt and the men surrounded them, forcing them to take shelter in a cave. Keroa-Malu locked them in the caverns and for all we know, they are still there.”

Venin had a surprised expression. “The planet locked them up?”

“He did. They were assumed to be dead after ten years, but no one has ever gone looking.”

“I am guessing that the men were pretty pissed, but I am surprised that the Avatar participated.”

Iris chuckled. “The Avatar was new to his position and two of the women chosen by the Morin were his sisters. He was not pleased by the stigma that fell on them for having children out of wedlock.”

He nodded. “That would explain it. If an alien landed on my world and seduced one of my sisters, I would not be very charitable to them.”

“From what Keroa-Uli has told me, there is every chance that they are in stasis within the cavern to this day. Keroa was not quite on board with having men screaming to death in his caverns.”

“So, morinial means?”

“Someone who has an active talent and the capability of mastering the Morin’s seductive touch. It is a polite word for freak on Keroa.”

“And you are fine with that?”

“It isn’t a big deal at home. I know what I am. Several others at home are out as morinial, so it is not like I am alone.”

Iris watched the image on the screen as they grew closer to the small dot.

“You are seriously fine being called a freak?” He seemed shocked.

“Of course. I wear it proudly. The genes have been in circulation for over sixteen hundred years. I also have several other races in my system, as do most of the Keroans. After the Morin event, the population basically would screw anything and weddings were a lot more casual. The crossbreeds were a shock to the colonists, but they managed to adapt within three generations.”

“That is quite the stride.”

She snickered. “If you are Azon, then you go into rut. You know that your ancestors have never been on the fussy side of species interactions.”

“Azon’s breed true for the most part. We don’t worry about diluting our lines. The new genes make us stronger, not weaker.” He seemed a little defensive.

“Same with the Keroa. We started as a mix of races and have morphed into a fairly homogenous species now.”

“I see. That does explain your rather striking hair. The colour appears to be common on your world.”

“It is. My mother has this white hair and you have seen the deep red that my father wears.”

“I have. He was rather keen on getting you in touch with us. It seemed to inspire him, but he mentioned something about you being out of touch for a day or two.”

Iris smiled and leaned back in her seat. “There was a missing teen that I had to locate. She had run off to join her fiancé only to find him in the arms of another woman. Well, arms are a euphemism. I am fairly sure that he was lodged somewhat lower.”

“Ouch. What did she do?”

“She ran into the forest and hid, but she was found by a predator just as I came along. Fortunately, I managed to find her just in time.”

“What did you do?”

“I knocked out the beltharo and led her back to the rhesh where we rode our way back to her family.”

He nodded with a slightly impressed expression. “Do you do that sort of thing often?”

“Often enough. Usually, I travel with the hunts to obtain meat and watch for predators. It’s sort of fun when you get used to it. They all have different habits and behaviours. Learning them quickly or dying is an excellent training tool.”

“It sounds stressful.”

She snickered again. “No more stressful than jumping into a strange man’s shuttle and zipping across the sector just because I was curious.”

“Curious?”

She shrugged. “Sure, why would an Azon like you need a lit’l ol’ Keroan like me?”

He gave her another grin. “Ah, now, why wouldn’t a guy like me want to be alone with a smart, elegant, intelligent and graceful creature with hunting instincts like yours? You are the best hunter in this sector and rumours of your skills have spilled far and wide.”

“They have?”

He laughed, “How else do you think a man like me could have found a woman like you on a world like that?”

She looked out at the stars and watched the constellations shift and change as she stared out at the darkness. He had come looking for her through that very same inky black and he had found her. “Which one of us is supposed to be the hunter?”

His laughter was deep and rich, spilling into the shuttle and running through her soul. “You are the hunter, Iris. And soon you will have to prove it.”






Chapter Five

The jump had been a little disorienting, but as soon as Iris was able to look at the star charts again, her unease settled. It suddenly came to her that her entire peace of mind sprang from knowing where she was at any given time.

“Now that we are out of the jump, you are welcome to have a nap. We won’t reach Thiiril for seven hours.”

She unsnapped her harness and stood, stretching a little. “Thank you. I am not used to staying in one spot for so long.”

The bunk folded out of the wall and she rolled into it with a skill gained from sleeping in hammocks.

Iris felt darkness roll through her and when she slept, she dreamed.

She woke with a jolt, her heart pounding and her skin clammy. This was not going to be a fun trip.

She worked out the dispenser and grabbed a bottle of water for herself and for Venin. Walking slowly to the cockpit, she cleared her throat. “I have some water for you.”

“Thank you. Did you sleep?”

“I dreamed. Not the same thing at all.” She shuddered as she replayed the images of heavy jungle and vicious predators. As a side effect of her talent, foreseeing her environment was one of Iris’s favourites.

“Are you all right?”

“I am fine. Did you need to rest?”

“Sure. I will put it on autopilot and catch an hour’s sleep. Don’t touch the controls, but you are welcome to use the data-retrieval systems to learn more about Thiiril if you like.”

“I would. Set me up and then get going and nap. I will be fine.”

He quickly set up the data-retrieval system and she waved him off. “I am perfectly literate. Shoo.”

Venin left her and she began to research the history of Thiiril for a whole half hour before she switched the query to look up the Citadel in general and Venin in particular.

Venin Nulin vi Akerol was classified as a traveler by the Citadel. His function was to find lost objects in esoteric locations and bring them back to secure locations suitable to the object in question. His talent lay in finding the links between lost objects and their most likely locations.

He had a secondary talent, but it was not listed as relevant for his assignments and it sparked Iris’s curiosity.

She resumed her investigation of Thiiril and she was on the destruction of the population centres when Venin returned.

The shuttle’s monitors were flaring bright with colour though there was nothing to worry about. They still had over an hour before they needed to prepare for entry into the atmosphere.

She shivered as he took his place in the pilot’s seat and sipped at the water that she still had at her hand.

“How often do you do this, Venin?”

“Every time I can rummage through the archives of a world to find hidden objects that can be used to enhance psychic powers or hinder them. There are a few worlds out there that want nothing to do with any sort of psychic interference. They request restraint measures from the Citadel.”

That surprised her. “They actually do that?”

“If it suits a world to deny their psychic talents, it is better that they use a damper than to kill off their psychics. The Citadel puts in maintenance of the dampers as one of their requirements and they send their seekers in to check for talents once every few years.”

Iris chuckled. “So, they give them the means to make everyone look and act normal and then shut down that mechanism in order to spot the talents. Very smart.”

Venin grinned. “The Citadel thinks so. They have a fairly active recruitment going on with the Citadel opening more bases near the Sector Guard stations.”

“Interesting, I hadn’t heard anything about that, but then, we don’t get a lot of traffic through the Citadel base on Keroa.” She chuckled softly.

“Administrator Hyak has mentioned that the base there is very quiet. Apparently, the locals have a tendency to take care of most things themselves.”

Iris smiled. “It is one of our species characteristics. We tend to do what we can for ourselves before asking another to step in.”

Venin smiled and started to flip switches on the console. “Well, thank you for stepping in here. I am not sure what we are going into but having someone with your experience at my side will be a tremendous help.”

Iris tried to keep a pleasant expression on her features, but she knew what they were flying into and it was not going to be fun.

Thiiril was not a silent world. It was green and alive from north to the south pole. It was so overgrown that it took all of Venin’s skill to put their shuttle down, but the moment that they were settled and he powered it down, Iris was out of her seat and making for her saddle bags.

“What do you have in there?”

She looked at him as he pulled his own supplies and gear out of the cabinets. “Just a few things that I need to keep with me so that we can live to find this item.”

She carefully strapped on her weapon belt, sliding supply pouches into place with the ease of long practice. There were enough food and water purifiers now resting on her hips to last her for two weeks. If she was able to find plants and animals that were edible, she could stretch her supplies to last for months, even with her companion.

She checked and cleaned her knives before strapping her bush knife to her back. The strap that held its sheath rested snugly between her breasts and she twisted slowly to make sure that it was comfortable.

Iris put a band of leather across her forehead and twisted it around her hair to keep it back and out of her way while allowing it to cover her ears. She hated bugs getting in her ears.

Venin peeled out of his robes, exposing a fitted bodysuit beneath that made her mouth water.

The robes had concealed a pair of wide, muscular shoulders, narrow hips, powerful thighs and a body that was designed for physical exertion. Iris sighed as she imagined herself with him and having him exert himself over and over again. Shaking her head, she brought her attention to the now.

Now, she was preparing to set foot on a strange world and look for something that she was unfamiliar with.

“Venin, do you know which way we need to go?”

He nodded and started shifting into his own pack. “We need to head for the volcano and when we reach the foothills, we turn right toward the rising sun. It should be a day’s walk in and a day’s walk out. How long we will take to find it, I have no idea.”

“Do you have the image of the item?”

He held out his hand with a flat disk in it and a hologram lit up and showed a crystal that was about one fifth of her body size.

Venin smiled, “The image was taken and filed with the archives eons ago. I found it in the Alliance Archive while on one of my artefact hunts.”

She laughed. “Well, if that is what I am hunting, we will find it.”

He raised a brow. “Or you are not morinial?”

She waited for him to open the door. “I have a shameful ancestry to live up to. Let’s get going.”

With a flourish, he opened the door and they stepped onto the first strange world that she had ever touched with hand or foot. Thiiril greeted her with a thousand scents and sounds.

It was not going to be easy to lead him through the jungle, but it was going to be fascinating. As she looked at the dark suit that outlined his impressive physique, she had to buckle her instincts down. She was also going to be hunting through the jungle with the biggest distraction she had ever met.

This was going to be a challenge to her instincts and her training and she had always loved a challenge.






Chapter Six

Her first steps into the jungle gave her the heavy scent of rotting plant matter as well as water. None of the telltale signs of predators were in the area, but Iris trusted her dream. There were deadly creatures in that green expanse and nothing would keep them from coming after fresh meat.

“Ready, Venin?”

“You lead and I will follow, Iris. I have a directional indicator.”

She straightened, sniffed and found the telltale sulphur of the volcano. “I will let you know if I need it, but feel free to check in on our location. I don’t mind if you let me know that I am heading the wrong way.”

He chuckled. “Then lead on. I will let you know if I need to stop.”

She checked him quickly. “You have water?”

“I do.” His nostrils flared as he lifted his head. He scowled. “I don’t know how you are going to find your way in all of that.”

“I will follow the volcano. It is easier than dealing with the jungle.” She didn’t mention that she had already seen their path through the jungle. Coming to grips with the dreams showing her the path to her prey had been part of her growing up.

Her psychic blades were secondary to her dreams and while her family didn’t advertise it, they were definitely part of her. All of those who had witnessed it simply accepted her talent but didn’t talk of it in casual conversation. Sure, they may have gotten drunk and shared stories of being near her when she used them, but it wasn’t something mentioned in polite company.

Her dreams were her true weapon and they were only common knowledge for her family.

With her shoulders straight and her senses on the alert, she took the first steps into the jungle and away from the safety of the shuttle.

Three hours later, she was drenched in sweat and she could hear Venin breathing behind her. “I am calling a break.”

The temperature had turned the already-humid air into a thick, gaseous soup that made it hard to breathe and harder to exert herself.

She examined a log for inhabitants and then took a seat. Venin sat next to her and he swatted at the insects that were trying to make friends with him.

“Why aren’t these bloodsuckers after you?”

She grinned slightly after fishing out a small ration cube. “The energy that powers my knives causes a change in my personal electric field. Bugs don’t like it. I can also turn it up to fry them if I am so inclined.”

She shaved a slice of ration off with one of the blades she wore. With slow and measured chewing, she broke the small slice down into nothing before swallowing. She had no urge to get bound up internally while in the jungle and the compressed rations would do precisely that if she ate too much.

A sip of water washed the food away and she carefully took another bite.

Taking pity on Venin, she reached out and caressed his arm lightly, placing a hint of her charge into his suit. The bugs shot off in every direction.

“Thank you. I think I am down a pint.” He grinned and took out his own rations, sipping and chewing in turn.

“How far do you estimate we are?”

Venin lifted the small beeping object off his belt. “We are making amazing time. It is almost like you have been here before.”

She snorted. “Not likely. This is my first time off Keroa.”

He gave her a look that she couldn’t decipher, but she suspected that he had a suspicion that she was not a one-talent woman.

“Then it is true. Your people don’t leave often.”

“No need to. Keroa is sparsely populated and has ample farm and hunting grounds. We don’t need to go anywhere to get what we need to live and thrive.” She shrugged and put the rest of her ration cube back into her pouch.

She took a few more sips from her flask and put in back into position. “Let me know when you are ready.”

He blinked at her. “You have quite a bit of stamina. It’s good to know.”

Iris looked at him with suspicion. “Why?”

He grinned, “When it happens, you will know.”

With that peculiar comment ringing in her mind, she returned to the path that was glowing in her mind.

They had gone on for half an hour through thickening jungle when her distraction almost cost her her life.

The beast swung down from the tree and swiped at her with a wide yellow claw. She jumped back and slammed into Venin. With nowhere to retreat, she extended her psychic blades and slashed at the creature.

It yowled in shock and backed away, only to swing around her and try to attack from behind.

Venin shook and shifted his form, gaining a muzzle as well as huge claws.

For a moment, Iris wasn’t sure which one deserved her blade, her companion or the jungle beast.

Venin circled around it and it fled toward her and away from the other predator.

As swiftly as she could, she jammed her blades into it at the base of its spine, breathing easier as the creature slumped to the jungle.

Venin’s wide golden eyes stared into hers as he approached. She noted the feline features, the flat nose and visible fangs. To her shock, his tail lashed from side to side.

“Um, Venin, you have a little something on your face, like fur and pointy teeth.”

His words were slow but clear, “You are not afraid.”

“I am not. I have the ability to stab you at my whim, remember? It is quite the confidence builder.”

He let out a slow, coughing laugh. A deep purr rumbled from his chest.

“You are not pure Azon, are you?”

His smile was toothy enough to be frightening, but she found it fascinating. “I am not. This is what happens when Morin genes combine with the right Azon genetics. We get the best of both worlds. The same as when it happens in your species.”

She blinked rapidly. “So, you are part Morin?”

“More recently than the Keroa but still an unexpected blend. The Azon males are far more protective of their females than your folk, but some of the Morin managed to get their genes into our species.”

Iris shook her head. “Do you stay like that?”

He laughed. “If it does not bother you, it does make it easier for me to navigate in the jungle.”

“Be my guest. Let’s get going. That creature was part of a social group and was defending their territory. We don’t want to be here when the rest of them show up.”

He nodded and gestured for her to lead once again.

Somehow, having his new form at her back was even more disturbing than his original shape. She was in trouble.






Chapter Seven

It was nearing sunset when they broke cover and were suddenly on the rocky edge of the volcano that was their ultimate target.

“What do you know about the folk who hid the crystal here?”

He grinned with his frightening show of teeth. “As much as you do. The Morin were the ones who hid the crystal here. They wanted to make sure that it wasn’t used for unsavoury uses and with the power of weather channelled through it, it would devastate whole worlds.”

“The Morin are the dead gods?”

He shifted back into his normal form. “They are. In a last-ditch effort to pass on their bloodlines, they stopped at every planet with compatible females and did what they could to keep their genes circulating.”

“And they hid their technology wherever they went.”

Venin’s smile applauded her for catching on as quickly as she had. “Exactly.”

She got to her feet. “We need to get to the staging area and rest for the night. The Morin planted any number of secrets in their caverns and we need to be alert to find our way.”

His eyes widened. “How do you know that?”

“You are not the only one with more than one talent. What is your psychic ability?”

He chuckled. “Isn’t my other form enough?”

She laughed. “It is, but I doubt that you use your tail to get you where you need to be.”

“You show me yours and I will show you mine.”

She was too tired to do more than scowl at him. With her mind focussed on the glowing path in front of her, she sparked up her blades and found the entrance into the cavern that would lead them to the crystal.

“Stay back. This is going to get bright.” With a look at the stone on either side of her, she jammed the blades into the walls and her power flowed along the crystal veins that ran through the huge inner room.

When the room resonated at the same frequency as her body, she cut the power and watched the glow pulse lightly with her heartbeat.

She flipped out her small blanket and watched as the pad under it inflated lightly.

“How did you know how to do that?”

Exhausted, she stumbled and sat heavily on her small, lumpy sleeping pad. “It is one of my skills. Well, not really a skill, but when I am about to go on a hunt, I am given the path in a dream the night before. I knew about those tree creatures and I knew that they don’t travel alone for very long.”

He reached into his pack and he flicked out a small square that popped up into a tent large enough to hold his tall frame easily.

He gave her a glance that held some meaning she couldn’t decipher. “Come on in, the air pad is more comfortable than that little thing.”

She scowled. “I am all sweaty. I don’t want to inflict that on you.”

He walked to her spot on the stone floor and knelt on her bedroll. Without asking permission, he pressed his nose to her neck and inhaled deeply. “You smell divine.”

Her blush could have lit the room and the light above them pulsed rapidly.

“I don’t think that it is appropriate that we share a tent.”

Venin winked. “Well, I can’t show you my talent unless we are close together.”

She raised her brows in surprise. “You are kidding.”

“I am not. If you want to see what I can do, you will have to share a comfortable night’s sleep with me.” His eyes were sincere, but they shifted to take on a feline cast.

Huge kitten eyes stared at her and she couldn’t hold her composure. She laughed and gave in. “Fine. I will just eat dinner and then join you in your tent. No funny business though.”

He held up both hands. “I promise, nothing funny.”

She took out her knife and shaved off another strip of ration. Being polite, she offered it to him.

Venin’s eyes widened as he chewed slowly. “What is that? It’s amazing.”

“Keroa ration cubes. My mother makes them for me. She takes my favourite foods, compresses, dries and compresses them again until I get a three inch cube that I can eat for days.”

He asked for more and she felt she needed to warn him, “Drink a lot of water or you will get a little…congested.”

He nodded and sipped at his water bottle. “I think I am running low.”

When he sniffed for fresh water, she nodded to the far corner of the stone chamber. “There is a small waterfall there, but I will have to come with you. If you take water from the basin, it will paralyze you.”

“How do you know this?”

“I told you, it is part of my talent. I know where I need to go and how I need to get there safely. The proper path glows and anything else remains dark.”

“What is wrong with the water in the basin?”

“It has absorbed the metals that line the basin. It is a very effective paralytic.” She didn’t explain the images she had of men, women and animals all lying on the edge of the pool.

Iris noted that the bones of the dead were mostly dust by this point, but she still sought out the small, hidden steps in the side of the waterfall. “Give me your water bottle.”

He handed her the collapsible bottle and she tucked it under the strap of her long knife as she climbed to the mouth of the waterfall where it came out of the crystal.

“Why are you going so high?” He was standing at the foot of the falls and staring up as she worked her way up the fall.

“The mineral here taints the water the moment that it strikes it.” She leaned out and held his water bottle under the fresh flow that only touched the psychic-sensitive crystal.

Carefully, she propped the full bottle on her knee to cap it before she dropped it. Her own water bags were filled one at a time and carefully slung back onto her belt.

Iris’s arms were shaking with fatigue when she managed to finish getting water and stood next to the pool once again. “Well, there, we are set for tomorrow.”

She yawned and headed for her bedroll again.

He beat her to the small, flat blanket and gathered it up, shifting it into the tent. “Come along. You are exhausted.”

She followed him meekly and when he stepped into the tent, he pressed something along the wall that caused an outward expansion.

“That should help with the confinement issue.”

Iris sighed. “I rarely use shelters unless I have to.”

“You have to. Now, take off your blades and lie down.”

Her mind was blanked by exhaustion, so she did as she was told. The climb up the waterfall had used the last of her energy.

One by one, her seven knives were removed and placed next to her bedroll. She sat heavily and slowly relaxed. She pulled one of her knives and sliced off some more dinner, using the water sparingly.

Her body ached and she wanted nothing more than to pass out, but she had to ask. “So, Venin, what is your talent?”

He grinned and knelt next to her. “Lie back.”

She blinked and slowly straightened her limbs as she settled herself on the bedroll.

To her surprise, he lifted one of her hands and caressed the palm. Heat spiralled through her as well as a completely relaxed sensation.

That one touch gave her the feeling of a full-body massage and she smiled, letting his caress carry her off to sleep.






Chapter Eight

He was watching her when she woke.

Iris put it together rapidly. “You have the touch of the Morin.”

Venin shrugged. “Yes, but it is not strictly for seduction, I used it to relieve your tension last night. Your muscles were a disaster.”

She chuckled and sat up. “I am aware and you were right, this was more comfortable than simply sleeping on the ground.”

“Glad I could be of some small service. Have breakfast and we can go.”

She smiled and reached for her pouch. When she removed a fresh cube, she couldn’t help but notice his longing look. “Would you care for some?”

His grin sent her chuckling and she shaved off a few curls for him. “Here you go.”

Iris took a few curls for herself before tucking the rest of the cube away. She ate, drank and then got to her feet. “Before I suit up, I need to find a suitable spot for a lav.”

“Out the cavern opening and to the left is a suitable area.”

She nodded and left him to attend to nature.

When she returned, she washed her hands in the pool at the base of the fall. She wiped her hands on her trousers and returned to the tent.

“I thought that the water was toxic.”

“It is if you drink it. I have already eaten and my water is in a container. There is no danger of cross contamination.” She started to put her blades back into position and when she was dressed for the day, she grinned. “Ready?”

Venin smiled. “If you are. Lead the way.”

She laughed. “I dreamed about our path today. Stay close and keep ready. You may want to shift yourself a little, it will improve your reflexes.”

He nodded and his face changed into its feline form, his tail lashing behind him.

“Your suit is custom made for this, isn’t it?” She admired the fit openly. For all he knew, she was staring at the workmanship.

“It is. There is a magnetic seal at the base of the spine that opens when the tail appears.” His voice was precise and clipped.

“Nice. Okay, let’s go.” She turned and began to lead their way through the labyrinth of tunnels that took them close enough to the magma that the heat caused her skin to redden.

She kept her mind focussed on keeping herself hydrated and when she forgot, Venin would mutter, “Drink some water.”

They had walked for hours when the glow of the crystal finally came to her attention. “There it is. The door is rigged with a trap.”

He nodded. “How do we get past it?”

“Blood. There has to be blood.” She rubbed at her forehead.

“What?”

“I only know that there has to be blood on the two stones near the entrance and then again on the crystal itself.”

His lips bared his teeth. “Fine. My blood, not yours then.”

Iris sighed. “I think it is a gene test. Try it and see.”

Venin extended his left hand. “You do the honours.”

Understanding, she drew a knife and pricked his third finger. Blood welled and he winced, but he moved quickly and walked to the doorway where the stones waited for his blood.

She followed and noted the slight depressions in the top of each stone. He had touched the one stone and she was so busy leaning to look around him that she fell into the room.

Landing on the ground saved her life. A sheet of metal darts whizzed over her head from left to right.

Venin’s hand gripped her ankle.

“No. Don’t pull me out. Deactivate the defenses with your blood.”

“You are a lucky woman, Iris. Those darts should have taken you out at mid-thigh.”

She chuckled and lay still. She heard a distinctive click when his blood was smeared on the other pedestal.

With the blood opening the way, she started to rise, only to be hauled upright by Venin’s hands.

He turned her in his arms and she felt his lips on hers. Iris’s eyes widened as he shifted most of his features for this kiss, but he left his teeth sharp and feline.

She felt the sharp flick of his teeth against her lower lip and tasted blood. The blood inflamed them both and soon they were both off their feet, rolling toward the crystal.

Iris gasped when they fetched up against the podium and she heard the stone rock in its setting. “Ow.”

“Are you all right?”

She looked into his concerned face. “I am fine, but I think we had best get out of here before the long knife digs its way through my spine.”

He winced. “I forgot about your knives.”

Venin pushed off her and lifted her with him as he rose to his feet. His hands brushed at her, removing the traces of the dust from the floor and easing the bruises incurred by her weapons.

The crystal was next to her and she reached out to touch it. Her hand froze an inch from the surface before she remembered that she would need blood.

“Is your cut still open?”

He lifted his hand and shook his head. “I am a fast healer.”

She snorted. “Of course you are.” With two fingers, she lifted blood from her lip and spread it onto the crystal.

The crystal pulsed violently until it took over the cadence of her heartbeat.

“Iris, what was that?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. It was in the instructions that I got in the night. It showed blood on the pedestals and blood on the crystal. I am just following the images. I have found that my life is easier if I do what they say.”

Venin reached out to take the crystal and his hands could not make contact. “I can’t lift it.”

Iris blinked. She reached out and lifted the object easily from its cradle. “Oh dear.”

“What?”

“I just found out what the blood was for.”

He looked from her to the crystal and back again. “You initialized it, didn’t you?”

Her blush was the only answer she could give.

She cleared her throat and jerked her head toward the door. “I think we should get going. It is not going to get any cooler in here.”

As she finished speaking, a cool blast of air ran through the cavern. She looked around for a source, but the only thing in evidence was the crystal in her arms. “Aww hells.”

“You activated it.”

“Apparently.”

They started back through the tunnel when images began to flow through Iris’s mind. She could see the jungle, the small clearing housing their shuttle and then more jungle. In the skies above, ships were circling, looking for a landing position.

Iris’s awareness snapped into her body again. “Are we expecting any other ships?”

Venin paused and turned back to face her. “No. Why?”

“If I am not hallucinating, there are three small ships circling and they do not look like standard Alliance issue.”

He shifted rapidly into his other shape. “Raiders.”

She blinked. “They must have followed us.”

Venin closed his eyes for a minute. “I filed a flight plan in order to get the jump ship in the right position. They must have hacked the ship.”

She shrugged. “However they found us, they are here now.”

“How did you see them?”

“The crystal showed me. I think that was it, either that or I am just having a waking dream and there will be nothing out of the ordinary when we return to the cavern.” She straightened and started walking, taking a cool column of air with her.

“Are you prepared to defend yourself?”

She gave him a slow smile. “Myself and you. I am your bodyguard after all.”

He laughed and continued through the stone maze, finding his way easily. “Of course, how could I have forgotten?”






Chapter Nine

The barrier to the heat that she was generating made the walk back far easier than the internal journey.

“We have indeed made quick progress. How are you doing that?” Venin was persistent.

“I am guessing that the crystal is not merely geared toward controlling weather patterns. It will focus and concentrate the talent of the one who is linked to it.”

“It seems to be more than a guess.”

“This is more than a crystal.”

The entryway was a sudden and welcoming sight. The tent was still in place and Iris was relieved to see it.

While they had walked, the crystal had not weighed anything, but she was exhausted. She took a seat on the stone floor and closed her eyes.

“Are you all right?” Venin was at her side in a moment.

“Fine, just tired.” She opened bleary eyes. “I can feel something clawing at my mind and the crystal is pushing at the other side. I am wedged in the middle.”

He knelt behind her and pulled her against his chest. “Relax and let my hands do the work.”

His hands slid into her bound hair and his palms pressed against her skull.

Iris winced as his pressure added to her discomfort, but it rapidly shifted into relief as warmth pushed away the invading mind and soothed the weight of the crystal from her thoughts.

“How are you doing that?”

His chuckle was close to her ear and she shivered as it sent a wave of pleasure along her nerves. “This is that morinial talent that everyone was afraid of. On a woman without the Morin genes, it would create a sensual stupor, but with you, it is a very different effect.”

Not that much different. Iris’s body was waking rapidly and she held her breath in an effort to control the rampage of previously dormant hormones.

She sighed and the presence of Venin slipped completely into her thoughts. She let him take a place in her mind while a waking dream began.

Iris was running through a charred expanse of what had been jungle. She could see the ships ahead of her and one was seeking take off. Venin was on that ship and she was not going to let him get away.

She knelt in the charred bits and focussed, her back bearing the weight of the crystal and her mind seeking the sky.

With everything in her, she pulled the sky down and the ship with it. The other two ships flipped over and were spun like fallen leaves in the hurricane-style wind that she summoned.

Satisfied with the devastation she had wrought Iris collapsed into a heap on the blackened ground and waited for the end to come.

She jerked upright with a start. “Whoa.”

“What?”

“Do you smell that?”

“I don’t…fire.” He stood and approached the edge of the exit to the jungle. “They are burning the forest to find us.”

She stood on limbs that were suddenly full of energy. “Give me your pack.”

“What?”

“Your backpack. I need it to keep the crystal in.”

He nodded and shrugged out of the pack, removing the contents and storing much of it in the tent.

“What did you see, Iris?”

“I saw the jungle scorched to nothing and a ship lifting off with you inside. I was standing in the ruins of the forest and looking up.” She didn’t mention the weather tantrum that she had engaged in.

Venin rushed her and placed his hand on her neck. Pleasure swamped her at the contact and she heard his whisper, “I am sorry for this,” an instant before she passed out.

Her head throbbed when she woke, carefully tucked in the tent with her blades still on and the crystal in the pouch at her side. Her sense of time was twisted, but the hum of engines in the air was unmistakable.

She got to her feet, slung the crystal over her shoulders and she went out to see what was going on.

The image of her dream was in front of her. Two ships were squatting in the carbonized disaster that had been a thriving jungle and the third was rising into the sky.

Instinct took over and she started hurricane winds to tip the landed ships over and pushed down with the cloud cover to force the third ship back to the ground.

A voice emanated from the shuttle. “Put your hands in the air or we will kill your companion.”

Dizzy, she collapsed to the ground and raised her hands in the air. Ash flew in a cloud around her and she waited for the Raiders to approach.

Venin was being forced out with his hands latched behind his back and his face bloody. He was shoved ahead of some very scary-looking characters.

Iris waited. A very handsome male with a very unpleasant expression strode toward her.

“Where is the stone?”

His voice was hoarse and gave her the sensation of having gravel running over her skin.

“On my back.”

“Give it to me and your friend lives.”

She frowned. “My hands are in the air. If I remove the pack, your men will shoot me or fire something at me or maybe let out some noxious gas. I can’t really tell from here.”

He snarled in frustration but kept his distance. “You have my permission to remove the crystal and hand it to me.”

She shrugged out of the pack slowly, easing the crystal to the ground before lifting it free of the leather. Iris extended her hands to the man who was demanding the crystal and Venin fought against the grip of his captors.

“Iris, don’t do it.”

She gave him a blank look and kept her arms extended out, her psychic knives buried in the crystal.

“Put the crystal on the ground. I know what it does. I don’t want you amplifying any of your talents while I am touching it.” His growl was deep and rough.

Shrugging, she placed the crystal on the ground. There was no reason to hold onto it. It knew what to do.

“Let him go.” She made the demand quietly.

“As soon as I have this crystal on my ship, I will push him out at a safe height.”

Iris hissed mentally but acknowledged that she was expecting it. She waited for the Raider to grasp the crystal and then sent her knives through his nervous system and those of his men.

Everyone in the area who was thinking about profiting from the crystal screamed and fell to the ground.

Iris slowly got to her feet and Venin walked over to her, pausing and turning his hands so that she could reach the cuffs he wore. A short shock from her blade and they popped open.

“How did you do that?”

“It isn’t an ordinary crystal and all other explanations will have to wait until we are back on our way to Keroa. I am not a fan of Thiiril anymore.”

He nodded. “Fair enough. Do you know where the shuttle is?”

“Certainly. The path glows in my mind. Now come on, they are going to wake up in a few minutes.”

She slid the crystal back into the pack and lifted it to her shoulders. Iris drew her long knife and strode for the remaining greenery. “It seems a shame to cut it, but it is the leaves or us. Time is a factor here.”

“Lead the way. I will follow.”

Moving through the jungle at a rapid pace was not a safe thing to do with a blade in her hand, but she had little choice. If they were caught, she and Venin would be in for a very unpleasant time. It was not an experience she wanted to add to her life’s most memorable moments. A girl had her standards.






Chapter Ten

The only plus side to the fire was that it had cleared out all animals it didn’t incinerate. The path was free and clear.

Venin opened the shuttle and boosted her inside. “Come along. We have shields in case they try something unsavoury.”

She unstrapped her long knife and put it aside.

Venin relaxed and moved to the pilot’s seat. With a steady hand, she lifted her arm and drove her psychic knife into the base of his spine.

His body flickered and he shifted his form. The scaly creature that was lying in the pilot’s seat made her wrinkle her nose.

Iris grabbed his arm and hauled until he was at the door, kicking him free of the ship and sealing the door behind him.

“We don’t have any shields, moron. We barely made it through the atmosphere.” She shook her head and walked to the cockpit. It was time to put her few hours of instruction to good use.

Flipping toggles was ineffective, but when she concentrated, she could see a glow around the switches, just like when she was looking for a path. Methodically, she followed the glow, switch by switch.

The shuttle shuddered and lifted off, flying with a distinctive wobble as she tried to follow the glow and hold the controls steady. Piloting was hard.

The one remaining shuttle was rocking violently. The men were still unconscious on the ground. They would be out for at least an hour. She had noticed the fake’s sway when she had sent the pulse through the crystal using the gravel-voiced villain as her focus.

The figure of Venin had been far too calm for her companion. The man she had come to know would have been fighting to get free in order to keep her from making a choice. He had knocked her out and tucked her into bed to save her from the ships after all.

Iris started to bring the ship down, but the path showed her a switch that set the shuttle into a hover.

Magnetic waves pulsed downward and pushed into the ash with a rhythmic burst of particles. The Raider shuttle rocked violently again and a hatch opened in the roof. Bloody and in shifted form, Venin bounded out of the Raider ship and lunged for her shuttle.

A switch on the console glowed violently and Iris flipped it, opening the hatch to allow Venin to jump inside. The shuttle rocked as he made the jump and she quickly flicked the switch again to seal the door.

“Gain altitude.” His voice was hoarse and more growl than speech, but he was her Venin. His scent filled the cabin as he approached her. In his current state, it was not a good scent at the moment, but it was his.

She took them higher and flew them over the volcano, using the heated air to lift them up. Iris was buying time until he could take over the controls, but as he fell into the navigator seat, she steeled herself to fly them out of the atmosphere.

Iris counted on her talent as never before as it led her, switch by switch, into a steep climb that took her into the blackness of space.

It took her ten hours to get them pointed in the right direction, but by the time Venin woke, they were slowly making their way back to the jump point.

“You flew us all the way here?”

“I did. Are you feeling well enough to take the controls?”

He smiled through a cracked lip and swollen nose. “Sure. Are you eager to see your family again?”

She laughed. “I am eager to see any world that isn’t about to be taken over by lava.”

Venin leaned forward and routed the controls to the navigator station. “How did you know I was me this time?”

“You are far too irritated to be anything else. Also, I can still see the small cut on your finger that I made with my knife.”

He snorted and she got to her feet. “Where are you going?”

“I have to use the lav and then I will get us both something to eat and drink. After that, it will be your turn in the lav. I would recommend a shower.” Her smile was beatific as she sailed into the rear of the shuttle and attended to the pressing matters that had been making her squirm for the last three hours.

She scrubbed her hands and face before gathering water, some ration packs and utensils and returning to the cockpit.

“There you go. This should help your healing proceed apace.”

He grabbed at the water bottle and slugged it down, setting the empty aside with relief. “That was wonderful. Thank you.”

She gave him the rations and then handed over her water. She returned to the back and got herself another bottle. Her rations were still hot when she got back and set the plate in her lap.

“How did you know that he wasn’t me?” He was almost done with his rations and she quickly tucked into hers. She wasn’t going to part with her food. Water was another matter.

She stared at him and realized that he had been very worried indeed when she had wandered off with the false Venin. “He swayed when I sent the impulse through the crystal. That meant that he was considering profiting from the crystal itself and that is something that would not cross your mind. Money isn’t your primary concern, but it was his.”

“And yet you went off with him.”

“I also told him that his compatriots would be rising in a few minutes as opposed to the hours that it actually takes. I wanted him to think that there was a reason that I was running back to the shuttle as opposed to the truth. I needed him to trust me so that he would turn his back to me away from reinforcements. If I had outed him in the clearing, I am fairly sure that you would have felt the hard side of a weapon before I could get to you.”

He nodded slowly. “You were probably correct. They were startled when their companions hit the ground, but they relaxed when their shape shifter was able to fool you enough to let him follow.”

She smiled with a cheeky grin. “And now, here we are. So, get me home and all will be forgotten.”

His face sobered a little. “You want to return to your life as a hunter?”

“It is what I know.”

“Would you be willing to join the Citadel?” He looked horribly shy for a man who had rolled her across the floor of a booby-trapped cavern.

“I don’t know. I don’t mind consulting, but Keroa is home. I have friends, family, a home and my rhesh. I wouldn’t want to leave it for long.”

He nodded slowly. “I would enjoy seeing your home, if I may?”

She smiled shyly. “I thought you would never ask.”






Chapter Eleven

The window through the satellites surrounding Keroa was tiny, but Venin managed to navigate it easily once access was granted. “How long have you had the satellites?”

Iris laughed. “Four hundred years. It deters interlopers to see the ground-to-air guns. It is the only tech that we allow on our surface aside from the transports themselves.”

“What spurred your people to that point?”

“Raids, constant interference by the Alliance, the usual. We are a fairly independent species and their exploration efforts were not appreciated.” She was leaning forward and watching the approach of the Citadel outpost. It was the most amazing feeling to be almost home.

“So, they contracted to get the satellite grid?”

Her snicker was uncontained. “No. You probably are not aware of this, but there was a kidnapping of a Keroan citizen that spurred a backlash in the Alliance. A wife was taken from her family by an ambassador and when the government of Keroa demanded her return, both the wife and the ambassador refused.”

It had been a scandal that was still held up as the reason for blocking interference of the Alliance. The Citadel had been allowed a small outpost and citizens were allowed to pursue whatever education they chose from the Alliance archives but that was the extent of the involvement with the system around them. The Keroans had everything they needed at home.

“Who was the ambassador?”

She looked at his profile. “A Wyoran named Edkerheart. He and Nyolar were mind mates and she went with him happily. Her husband wasn’t pleased, but he remarried and had a nice family all his own. Everyone was happy in the end and the political scandal allowed for Keroa to assert its independence.”

He circled the landing site and parked the shuttle without difficulty. “It sounds like it worked out for everyone.”

“It did and we got the Alliance to pay for the protection satellites. No one who doesn’t go through the Citadel communications centre can land on this world, so I guess we are using the Citadel too.” She unbuckled her harness and got to her feet.

Home. She could feel the pulse of Keroa running through her skin and into her heart.

Absently, she lifted the bag holding the crystal and slung it over her shoulder. “Where do you want me to put this?”

He blinked. “I believe that Hyak has arranged a secure storage area, but since the object is not what we believed it to be, he may have to work out something different.”

Iris grinned and collected her blades and supplies, slinging the harness over her arm before she opened the shuttle to let herself out.

Venin was right behind her as she left the shuttle and the moment that they were clear of it, he was at her side.

Administrator Hyak came out of the main building with a smile as they approached. “You were successful?”

Venin grinned, “She brought me back alive and we have the crystal. I consider that a success.”

Hyak laughed. “That is indeed a triumph. We have a guest. Avatar Keroa-Uli has come to visit. I find the timing suspicious.”

Iris blinked. “Really? I don’t. Uli is a precog. He probably knew we were on the way before we did.”

There was a rhythmic thumping from the far edge of the landing field. Iris looked toward it, but she didn’t see anything unusual.

Venin stepped toward her and wrapped an arm around her waist as the pounding increased until it climaxed in a crash. The low thudding that happened next was familiar to Iris.

“How long has Teddi been upset?”

Hyak snorted. “Since you entered the approach vector. How is it that every creature on this planet knew you were landing before I did?”

She sighed and watched her faithful steed thunder toward her. Having a rhesh charge you with fangs exposed was a little nerve wracking. It became more tense when the arm that Venin had loosely on her waist tightened.

“He won’t hurt me.”

“I am aware, but I want him to accept me as your partner. That means that I will have to earn his trust.”

Hyak stepped aside as her riding beast charged up to them and growled at Venin and his grip.

Iris sighed and waited out the very male posturing that was occurring between her steed and the man she had just led through a jungle. She wasn’t sure which was more beastlike when Venin shifted and showed his teeth to her rhesh.

Teddi backed up a little, his head lowering from its nine-foot vantage point to stare eye to eye with the Azon at her side.

The tension broke when Teddi snorted and butted his head against both of them.

She laughed and stroked the warmly furred hide. “Thanks for the welcome home, Teddi. I will be here a little longer, but then I promise you a nice, long ride.”

He nuzzled her hand and nipped her clothing with his dagger-sharp teeth.

“I missed you too. Now go back to the barn and behave. I will be there as soon as I can.”

He shook his head and reared up on his hind legs.

Iris heard Hyak gasp and felt Venin tense up. Neither moved. When Teddi shifted his weight and whirled around to trot back to the barn, the men in her vicinity breathed a sigh of relief.

Iris rocked her head on her neck, stretching slowly. “I think I need a hot shower and a brush, and after that I will be up for whatever pops up next.”

Administrator Hyak smiled. “Come this way. The guest quarters are ready for you.”

Venin pulled her forward with an arm around her waist and shepherded her into the main admin building. He was still wearing his fur and fangs, so she very politely decided to follow where he led.

Hyak showed them to the guest quarters and opened a wardrobe. “Standard Keroan clothing is here. The lav is to the left and the Avatar is expecting you to join us for dinner. He was most insistent. I would not cross him.”

Iris dropped the crystal on the bed, along with her knives, selected a female tunic and trousers and headed into the lav. She glanced at her reflection in the mirror and shuddered at the smudges of soot, the grime and the green smears that decorated her skin. She had been too intent on returning home to worry about her appearance, but now, it was a much more pressing concern.

A quick scrub followed by three more made her feel more like herself, but when she slipped on the casual clothing and brushed her hair into a long white cape down her back, she knew that she was home again.

“Oh. I thought this was my room.”

Venin was clean and dressed, sitting on the edge of the bed. “It is. I am merely here to ask you to have a frank discussion.”

She blinked rapidly. “About what?”

He surged to his feet and came toward her, taking her into his arms. “About this.”

Venin kissed her as if his life depended on arousing her as rapidly as possible. His hands roamed over her back and pressed her into him, but she was too confused by the sudden caress to respond as he would have liked.

He raised his head and looked down at her with sadness in his eyes. “I thought as much. You don’t want me.”

She hissed under her breath, “Idiot,” and reached up, tangling her hands in his hair and hauling him down so that she could kiss him.

His hands on her waist tightened so that she didn’t know where she ended and he began, but she had a distinct suspicion that there were a few places that would do better in a different configuration.

He leaned back, “You want me?”

“I do. But, for now, let’s just have dinner with Keroa-Uli. I have questions about the Morin and he is the man to answer them.”

“As long as I am the man for you.” He pressed his forehead to hers and they stood with their faces an inch apart until Hyak came to collect them for dinner.






Chapter Twelve

“So, Keroa, are the Morin still alive?” She broke her bread into pieces with her fingers and smiled brightly.

Her game companion and Avatar of the entire world beneath their feet gave her a haughty look. “Eight of them survived. I have kept them alive within the caverns but was unable to wake them again without some of their own technology.”

Iris chuckled as the men near her looked confused. “Haven’t you figured out that Keroa was the one who planted the information about the crystal? Wow, fellas, catch up.”

Keroa-Uli leaned back and toyed with his breadstick. “How did you figure it out?”

“It isn’t a crystal. It is an amplifier. The only way for it to be safe to be around talents is if it had initialization properties and linked to a citizen of Keroa. We are loyal, trustworthy and in no hurry to leave your world.”

“Not to mention descended from the Morin so the tech would recognize you. Waking the Morin has been on my mind for centuries and when you became the first female prime hunter as well as a talent, I knew that you were the one who would be able to wake them.”

Venin leaned forward. “So, you also planted information on her skills in the Alliance missives?”

Keroa looked at him with a haughty expression. “Of course. Iris can’t fly a shuttle. She needed you to take her to Thiiril and bring her home again.”

“I am glad I could be of service. I would like to ask you if you would consider authorizing her to leave on missions not strictly of Keroan origin.”

The Avatar blinked, “But she is mine.”

Iris stepped in. “Not the way it counts, Keroa-Uli. I want to take Venin to mate. I wish to be a life companion to him but with Keroa as my home base. I want to travel worlds with him at my side and come home to friends and family when the deeds are done. I believe I have a lot to offer the Citadel and it might even be good for me.”

Venin reached out and took her hand.

With calm deliberation, she turned her palm down and pressed it to his hand, weaving their fingers together.

“I am his choice and he is mine. While I would enjoy your approval, it is not necessary to my decision.”

The Avatar started to grin, pink and azure fighting for supremacy in his eyes. “That is my Iris. A better great grandniece there has never been.”

She grinned back at him, their family resemblance becoming clear as their identical dimples formed in the smile.

She turned to Venin and kissed him with Hyak and Keroa watching. It was a declaration that would be over the planet in a matter of hours. Keroa-Uli was an inveterate gossip and everyone knew it.

Taking the crystal to the Morin cavern was a strange manoeuvre. Teddi was only too happy to be ridden, but Iris felt naked without her normal blades. Venin and the Avatar had recommended not carrying blades.

“Do you know what to do?”

She looked back at Venin from his place behind her on the rhesh. “I am going to guess at what to do and hopefully it will wake the men who planted their genes all over my world.”

“Right. What are you going to say to them?”

“I have no idea.” Her honesty made him blink. He dismounted and held out his arms for her to slide off the saddle.

They had spent one night together, trying out their relationship. Iris still had stiff muscles in unaccustomed places and a mating mark on her neck. Getting off Teddi’s back was more difficult than it had ever been, but she didn’t regret one moment of the previous night.

His hands had learned every inch of her and she had returned the favour. His skin was marked with scars and for the first time, she had realized that his job and his life had been far more active and brutal than he had let on.

She let him hold her and slowly lower her against his body. She sighed as memories of him inside her, the heat and texture of him surrounding her wove through her consciousness. The memory itself was distracting as hell.

“Are you ready?” Venin’s words were a dark whisper in her ear and a repeat of what he had said before he joined them the night before.

“I am. I have the path in my mind. Stay close.”

He did as she said and followed in behind.

It was getting less strange to have her dreams bleeding into her everyday actions. The melted-stone wall of the sealed cavern was a temptation just calling her to destroy it with a pulsing green glow.

Grinning, she extended her blades and sliced an archway that would allow both her and Venin easy access. Once the initial arc was drawn, she stabbed the centre of her makeshift doorway and it shattered under her psychic onslaught.

“Only someone with both Keroan and Morin genes could do this. Ingenious really.” Venin’s admiration was obvious.

Settling the crystal against her spine, she followed the green path as it trailed through the volcanic caverns created so long ago.

A huge, open space caught her by surprise. “Wow. This is…wow.”

In the centre of the room were eight ten-foot crystals and each one contained a male of the Morin species.

“You know, a few of these might even be my grandfather.” She smiled and walked in a wide circle around their prison.

“This is amazing. The Morin on Azon managed to live and die in a normal fashion. To see these men frozen in time, it’s amazing.”

Venin was observing and finally, Iris saw the curiosity that had driven him to do what he did on a daily basis.

“They aren’t frozen in time, they are frozen in space. Keroa has been keeping them updated on the passage of time as well as the current state of the Alliance.”

Fidgeting for a moment, she found the spot she was looking for and knelt on the floor. The crystal slid from her shoulders and she withdrew it from the leather pouch that Hyak had provided.

Its base actually dug into the floor as she settled it into place and she smiled nervously at Venin when she placed her hands on the surface. “Well, here we go. Any last words?”

“Good luck and I will be here if you need anything.”

She nodded and in the instant before she stabbed her mind into the crystal, she considered the journey that the men had made, their lives on Keroa and the effect that they had had in shaping her people into the creatures that they were today.

With the past in her mind, she switched her concentration to the future and released her ancestors with a tremendous push from her mind.

The first crack made her jump, but seconds later, chunks of crystal were sliding to the ground and the Morin were free to fall over on their own.

Venin moved to assist the men, but all eight of them focussed on her.

In a low tone, she murmured, “Venin, please get over here and stand next to me. The look in their eyes is not one that I am comfortable with from men I am related to, no matter how distant the relation.”

He returned to her side and helped her to her feet. His nostrils flared and he caught on immediately. His teeth and claws made an appearance, his ears twitched and tail lashed.

She sighed as his arms came around her and the sight seemed to have the desired effect on the Morin. The men downgraded their lust from ravenous to polite interest.

Venin spoke, “Welcome to the modern age, ancestors of Keroa.”

The first of the eight men with long white hair and pointed ears, bowed low. “Thank you for waking us. What is the state of Admar?”

Iris blinked in surprise while Venin filled in the information of the ancient home of the Admaryn. The Terran woman, Sarah Marks, who now owned it. She had been the first of her kind to walk on Admar and the descendant of the race who had almost been driven to extinction by the alien race who had preyed on them. The planet of Admar had been forfeit for their actions.

“May we communicate with them? I am sure that I speak for all of us when I say that we would welcome a home after all these years.”

Venin nodded but kept his arms around Iris. “I am sure that it is possible if you are up for a bit of a walk. There is only one communication centre on Keroa and it is in the Citadel base.”

The man smiled. “Lead the way. I am Irion, by the way. Captain of the Admaryn ship, Rekko.”

Venin inclined his head. “I am Venin Nulin vi Akerol. This is the prime hunter of Keroa, Iris Markee.”

She found herself in the peculiar situation of hiding behind Venin while they walked as a large unit out into the sunlight. The other Morin men were still eyeing her, but the ferocious look of her companion was keeping them at bay.

She took her position on Teddi and he walked alongside the men as they made their way to the Citadel base. Venin informed the men that no fraternization with the local females would be tolerated and as the women were all related to the Morin, it was an unsavoury mix.

“Our children lived?” Irion was smiling brilliantly.

“They did. And mixed with the rest of the population within six generations.” Iris smiled, “At least I know where the hair colour comes from now.”

Irion looked at her, really looked, and he grinned. “Well met, daughter.”

She inclined her head from her perch on her rhesh. “Well met, Father.”

The other seven started to speak at once. They wanted to meet their children as well, to see if their genes were visible.

Iris sighed and waited as Venin explained that their aggressive seductions had created mixed feelings about them in the population.

As she watched her man try to calm down the men of Admar who had taken the name Morin when they had been forced from their home, she smiled quietly.

They had a life of adventures looming in front of them and sorting out her family was only the start.

She might not like travelling for work, but hunting with Venin was an adventure she simply could not pass up. Her new adventure would begin today.
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