
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Chasing a dark soul has been her focus for years, and now, she is being offered the training to do it.

	 

	 

	Leadra’s family was murdered in front of her and her brother did it, or did he? A dark soul possessed her brother, and it mocked her, after her brother took his own life, from the mouth of the next person it possessed. On Resicor, seeing souls was a punishable offense, and she was locked in the dome for three years until the uprising.

	Now free, Leadra has been offered training to hunt the soul that killed her family. Just one problem, she doesn’t know how to fly a shuttle.

	N’ran offered to act as her pilot. His skills include his own sense of humour and the ability to fly anything. He knew who she was before she arrived and was interested in seeing her progress. A woman of power starting from nothing was quite the sight to see.

	Krix is the youngest member of Fixit’s family, and he is destined to be the companion of a woman who can pull souls from bodies. She needs his help and he needs adventure. A Yaluthu with an urge to see the universe needs a little help.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Leadra watched her brother fall to his death. Nine people were dead at his hand, and he had killed himself. There was only one horrifying fact—he hadn’t been the only soul in his body.

	She watched the two souls separate and go their separate ways.

	The shadowy darkness that had started the horror cruised upward and entered one of the security officers standing nearby.

	Leadra ran at him and screamed, “You killed him!”

	She could see the original soul clawing to be free, but the shadow wrapped him tightly. He struck her and whispered in her ear. “It is too bad about Frelmer. He was a fun host. I suppose I will just have to make do.”

	She fought him until she was beaten unconscious, and when she woke, she was in the assessment centre with electrodes on her head.

	A voice came out of a speaker on the wall. “Miss Brikar, you have been accused of being a telekinetic, a pusher and a psycho. How do you plead?”

	She was confused but she shook her head. “Not guilty?”

	“Are you asking me?”

	“I don’t know where you are? Where is the officer I was fighting? He can explain things.”

	“He already made his statement, and then, he committed suicide, citing your confrontation with him as the final straw. He said he felt your influence and that you had urged him to die. That is punishable by death.”

	She snorted. “Right.”

	“However, in light of the devastating catastrophe of your family’s demise at your brother’s hands, we are willing to give you an altered sentence. You will be sent to the dome where you will live out your life with other uncontrollable talents.”

	She tried to deny her ability to see souls, but one walked through her cell. Her mother came forward and took her hand in both of her own. Do it. Go to the dome; you will be able to learn what you need to learn if you just go to the dome.

	Her mother disappeared a second later, before Leadra could reply.

	“We have just observed talented activity, so we will alter your plea to guilty of being a talent and your entry to the dome will be carried out immediately.”

	Leadra had nothing more to say.

	 

	Three years went by before Leadra faced the woman in glowing white. She stepped forward to volunteer to fight and was swept into the air with the other twenty-four members of the dome-banishment club.

	She had learned a little about hand-to-hand combat in the dome and gotten her body into fighting shape. When Trala asked for help fighting, Leadra could only nod quietly and agree to try.

	She looked for a purpose and did what she was told. Fighting for her world’s freedom might be the pathway that her mother had mentioned, though the conversation had dimmed with time.

	Helping wake up the sleepers gave her a chance to scan them for the soul shadow she was looking for. There was no sign of it, but she needed to find it. Death and destruction followed in its wake. She needed to kill it, but she didn’t know how. Strengthening her body was the first step. She needed to find out what happened next.

	“You seem confused.” A woman, in flowing robes with a raptor on her shoulder, put a hand on her shoulder.

	Warmth and compassion flowed out of that small contact, and the first voluntary touch in three years sent a shockwave through Leadra that had her bawling in the strange woman’s arms.

	The bird on the woman’s shoulder chirped and rubbed his head against Leadra’s. Warmth and strength flowed from him as well. That made Leadra jerk upright.

	She stared at the animal, and he looked back at her with patient eyes.

	“His name is Fixit. He is a Yaluthu. He is part of a designed species mutated from a much smaller creature, and he is self-propagating. That was a disturbing few weeks.” The woman smiled at her. “He would like to know if he can ride on your shoulder. You are hurt and he wants to help.”

	Leadra blinked and blushed. “I am not hurt.”

	“Your soul is. Can he come on board?”

	She gave in to the inevitable and let the creature walk onto her shoulder. The moment he was settled, she felt a lightening of the weight on her emotions.

	“My name is Veera. My partner, Stanik, is around here somewhere. Look for a large black creature with fangs.”

	Leadra leaned away. “You hang around with a lot of creatures?”

	“Stanik is a shifter. This is his go-to shape. I have to tell you, it makes the Resicoran peacekeepers run like crazy.”

	Veera sat with her as the others ran around to wake the last of the sleepers.

	“What is your talent, Veera?”

	“I am a broad-spectrum telepath. I can pick a thought out of a mind from half a world away.” Veera leaned forward and looked at her hands.

	“Can you teach me that?”

	Veera sat up in surprise. “What?”

	“Can you teach me to look for one mind? I can see him if he is in front of me, but I can’t catch him, and I think if I could use telepathy, I might have a better chance.”

	“I think you might need to go back to the beginning. What are you looking for?”

	Leadra stroked Fixit on her shoulder, and he made a soothing, chortling noise. “I am looking for the soul that jumped into my brother’s body, slaughtered our family and several bystanders before jumping off a bridge. When my brother died, I saw two souls leave and one entered the nearby officer. I tried to engage him and I attacked him, but he beat me and I ended up in the dome for three years.”

	“So you can see the dark soul when it is in someone.”

	“I can. And it needs to kill its host to move on.”

	Veera nodded. “Interesting. We might be able to get the archive to do a search. There might be other recorded issues like this on Resicor, and if they only started recently, there would be a landing craft record and one dead alien.”

	“You will help me?”

	“Anyone in the Citadel would take this seriously, and we will all help you. Look for anyone in these robes and ask for me. I will get the message right away. Or just ask Fixit if he is still with you. He and I have a direct connection.”

	“If you are a telepath, why didn’t you just go through my mind?”

	“It is your mind, not mine. I don’t need to feed on your grief to feel it. I don’t need to rip back the curtain to know you are in pain. You are hunting a serial killer. That takes nerve and I am going to put all of my resources into helping you. First, you have to find out a way to kill it after you catch it, and for that, you need research. For that, we need the archive, and for that, we need to take down your government.”

	Leadra nodded. “Right. I will pick up a weapon and do what I can.”

	“You don’t have to do that, just be here and your positive thoughts and energy will power Resicor and therefore power Trala. The stronger she is, the faster this will go.”

	Leadra was feeling less depressed and stronger. Her plan of revenge had a purpose and there were those who would help her achieve it. Things were definitely looking up.

	Fixit chirped in confirmation and sent her an image of something that was small, fluffy and purple.

	Veera looked up in surprise. “Really?”

	He made a confirming noise.

	Leadra looked from one to the other in confusion. “What is going on?”

	“Fixit wants you to take his youngest as your companion.”

	“It didn’t look like him.”

	“They start out cuddly and fluffy, and when you are ready, they nest and breed.”

	Leadra looked around. “Where is it?”

	“It is at home. We left him where he was safe, with a babysitter. It means you will have to head to Balen when this is all over, and we will be happy to have you.”

	“How do you know?”

	“Because I run the Citadel on Balen. We have trainers who can help you and information access bar none. You will be able to move forward or, at least, expand to your fullest potential.”

	Leadra cocked her head. “Are you serious?”

	Fixit chirped and rubbed his head along hers.

	“I am serious. I don’t often leave the Citadel anymore, but I made an exception for this event. Setting Resicor free is definitely worth the effort.” Veera smiled.

	A huge creature ran up to Veera, and she placed her arm around his neck. “Well, we are on the move.”

	Leadra blinked. “We are?”

	“On the way to the capitol. Are you coming?”

	The tents were emptying and there was no choice. “Of course I am. I am going to enter the Citadel after all.”

	Veera grinned and Fixit flapped his wings excitedly. They had a world to free.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Leadra remained near Veera, Stanik and Fixit. Contact with the trio made her feel better, protected.

	She made it through the freeing of the capitol and signed up to return to Citadel Balen with Veera and Stanik.

	On the day they left, Trala met them at their ship and kissed Leadra on the forehead, giving her a small stone in a pendant setting. “It is one of the tears of Resicor. It will light your way in any darkness and burn away the shadows.”

	Leadra put the necklace around her throat and tucked it into the baggy suit that Veera had provided her. “Thank you. There is no place for me here now, but I hope that one day I would be welcome.”

	Trala stroked her cheek, light streamed from her. “Forever and always. Do what you must and come home when you can. We will be here and you will be free.”

	Fixit let out a long, low cry as Leadra nodded and settled in the ship. Veera wiped tears from her cheeks, and she settled in the pilot’s seat. When Stanik strapped into the nav station and Fixit moved into an alcove with a perch, they moved slowly from their parking spot and shifted into launch position.

	“Resicor is still your home, Leadra. Your people will always be here.” Stanik smiled.

	She looked at the distant coastline where her life and her family had ended in two bloody days. “My people are gone, but my history is here. That is something I will remember.”

	They didn’t say anything, and a few minutes later, they left the atmosphere above Resicor and headed to the nearest jump point. Leadra had never flow before, let alone in space, but she was willing to hold her panic in until she got where she needed to be.

	She needed training, she needed skills and she needed tools. Veera had promised her all of the above, and she was going to hold her to it.

	 

	Pale, shaking and exhausted, Leadra reclined in the medical centre of Citadel Balen. “I am feeling much better.”

	Healing instructor Canevor smiled and his third eye winked. “You haven’t eaten for two days; your personal chemistry is insane, even for a Resicoran. You are staying here until we have you stable.”

	She leaned further back in the bed and scowled. “Fine.”

	A chirp in the doorway brought Canevor to attention. “You didn’t mention you had a Yaluthu.”

	A small purple creature with bright golden eyes and a black beak hopped over to her and jumped up and down at the side of her bed.

	“I don’t. The only one I have met is Fixit. He calmed me down.” That was an understatement. By the time they arrived at Balen, Fixit had been exhausted and Leadra was barely hanging on. It had taken its toll on both of them.

	“Well, this one wants to be with you. Can I lift him before he hurts himself?”

	The little beast was hopping up and down frantically.

	“Um, sure.” Leadra watched the little creature bound up the bed, and she oofed when it smacked into her chest. “Hello, short stuff.”

	It chuckled and rubbed against her, cuddling with determination.

	Canevor chuckled. “Another few hundred years and healers will be obsolete. Well, on Balen, anyway.”

	The easing of pressure on her soul was what was helping Leadra. She stroked the purple fur and let the creature share the pain that had haunted her every day for the last three years.

	He took her pain and simply went around it, burrowing against her until she smiled. “Thanks, Krix. I accept your offer of companionship.”

	His little heart was pounding against his ribs, and she pressed her forehead to his. Her breathing slowed and her stress level faded.

	Canevor checked her vitals and smiled, “It seems that a meal will conclude his work. I will have my assistant get you something. We have a few Resicorans here, and the enzyme treatments will open your options when it comes to eating.”

	She nodded and scooted until she was sitting upright in the bed. Krix was pouring a lot of energy into her and she wanted to make sure that she took it seriously. It took a few minutes, but he finally curled up in the crook of her arm and fell asleep.

	Her food arrived, but it was Veera carrying it. Leadra smiled in welcome. “Hello again.”

	“You are looking better. Fixit is still all tuckered out. His youngest seems to have found you; have you determined his name?”

	“Krix. His name is Krix.” Leadra ran one finger across his fluffy head.

	“It’s a solid name. I included some seeds on the tray, just in case.”

	Veera settled the tray on Leadra’s lap.

	Leadra stroked Krix’s chin and when he opened sleepy eyes, she held seeds to him and let him nibble them off her fingers.

	Veera sighed in relief. “You picked a good one, Krix.”

	He blinked sleepy eyes and kept eating until all the seeds were gone.

	Leadra held the water cup to him, and once he was tucked and dozing again, she ate her own meal.

	“Having a Yaluthu is a serious matter. He will literally kill himself to save you, draining his body and mind to keep you safe. I am relieved beyond words that you fed him first.”

	Leadra nodded. “I understand. He is trying to impress upon me that while my goal is honourable, he wants me to make a plan for afterward. That hasn’t occurred to me before.”

	Veera winced. “I have made an effort to stay out of your mind, but I would like you to see a counsellor.”

	Leadra nodded. “It might not be a bad idea. Krix is helping, but it is a lot to ask of a purple fluff ball.”

	“Well, your first tutor is on her way. Zeyan is a Soul Keeper and her talents seem to be in line with yours. She will help you work on your skills and determine what you can and cannot do.”

	“When will she arrive?”

	“In two days. That will give you the chance to recover from your situation and have your first meeting with Nedo, the counsellor who is the best match for you. He is over at the Guard base, so you will have to travel to and from for your appointments.”

	“I don’t know how to drive any of the vehicles around here.”

	“I have assigned you a transporter. Don’t worry, he is very safe.” Veera smiled.

	“Oh, good. I would hate to be out with a dangerous one.” She curled her lips.

	“You have no idea how delighted I am to see sarcasm emerging. It seems your own soul is waking up, just a little.”

	Leadra took a personal inventory and knew that Veera was right. Misery fed and piled onto itself, but Krix had begun to chip away at it. She had a companion who accepted her broken and damaged. It was enough to bring tears to her eyes.

	She sobbed, and Veera simply sat next to her, waiting out the storm.

	She apologized for her lack of control.

	“No apology is necessary. If you can cry for yourself, you can feel sympathy for others. I would be more concerned if you merely sat there.” Veera smiled and got to her feet. “Rest, recover, and when you are released, come for tea.”

	“How will I know when I am to go to the counsellor?”

	“Your driver will come find you. He is very good.” Veera left the medical centre with her robes swaying as she walked.

	Leadra could hear a cry outside the door and recognized Fixit’s welcome sound. Apparently, he was up from his nap.

	Krix wiggled in her embrace and he started to snore gently. He was a definite reminder that she was no longer alone. She fought off tears when she realised that she really needed that reminder.

	 

	Recovery with a Yaluthu at her side was rapid, and in one day, she went from incredibly exhausted to fighting fit.

	To her surprise, a young girl with brilliantly striped yellow skin came to her and offered her escort to her quarters.

	“Thank you.”

	“Zeeba. My name is Zeeba.”

	“Thank you, Zeeba. My name is Leadra; you can call me Lee.” She got to her feet and lifted Krix in her arm.

	“This way, Novice Lee.” Zeeba took her free hand and tugged her along.

	“Have you been here long?”

	“Two years. I was born here. I age at four times the normal rate for my mother’s species, but the doctors say I am stable.” She repeated her diagnosis with direct charm.

	“That is good, isn’t it?”

	“It is very good. I have hopes of being a healer myself one day.”

	They entered a common area, and Leadra was surprised by the number of children running around and out to the gardens.

	“Why are there so many children? No offense.”

	Zeeba sighed. “The Raiders were trying to breed more and more talents, so the Citadel and Sector Guard on Balen went out and brought home those who had been experimented on. That meant a lot of women who were going to have babies.”

	Leadra backed quickly away from the topic. Some of the children looked even older than Zeeba, so there must have been some tampering involved.

	Zeeba led her up the steps and to the fifth floor of the building. “You need shielded quarters so that your mind won’t open up when you sleep.”

	That was sound logic. “I guess that medical is shielded?”

	“Definitely. Can you imagine training empaths dealing with all that pain?”

	“Uh, no, I can see how that would be horrible.”

	“It would. Here is your room. You can key it to your palm print for now and your psychic print later.” Zeeba smiled and waited.

	“Are you coming in with me?”

	“Yup. You need to learn how things work. The other four talents from Resicor needed the same information yesterday, so I will wait until you can run everything from the wardrobe to the com system.”

	Bemused, Leadra let her in and the tour and tutorial began. Leadra had to admit she was glad of the instruction. All Krix wanted to do was check out his stairs to both his bed and hers.

	“Is the Yaluthu bed a standard thing?”

	“No, but they are common enough that there are always spares in the quartermaster’s office.”

	Leadra ordered a snack, made some tea and demonstrated working knowledge of all the features in her bathroom. The final item was the com unit, and just as she was getting the hang of using call codes and attaching them to people, there was a knock on her door.

	Zeeba bounced out of her chair and pressed a panel that displayed a large, grim-looking man with spots surrounding his features and running into the heavy leather of his tunic. She bounced up and down. “It’s N’ran.”

	She opened the door, and the grim features shifted into a soft smile. “Hello, Zeeba. Is Novice Leadra here?”

	Zeeba nodded. “She is, but she hasn’t changed yet. Can you wait for her?”

	N’ran smiled, his brilliant purple eyes sparkled. “Only for three minutes. You had better dress your dolly.”

	Zeeba frowned. “Then, you had better stay outside.”

	She closed the door in his face and turned to Leadra. “We need to hurry.”

	Krix bounced up and down as Zeeba pulled out a dark bodysuit and white robes.

	“Put these on as fast as you can. N’ran doesn’t like to wait, and he would leave without you if he could.”

	Leadra grabbed the clothing and headed into the bathroom to change. She peeled out of the baggy suit before removing the dome suit. It felt good to wear something else, something that fit but didn’t cut her off from the world around them.

	The suit was deep red, and it had patches on the sides that accentuated her waist. When she slipped on the robes, it covered the details on the suit, but she still knew what was under them.

	She flipped her long hair down her back and headed out into the main room. Zeeba clapped excitedly and opened the door again. “She’s ready.”

	Krix hopped over and Leadra scooped him up. She nodded at her driver. “I am ready.”

	He looked her over and smiled at Krix. “Then come with me, Novice Leadra.”

	Leadra made sure that Zeeba exited with them, and she closed the door to her quarters. N’ran lifted Zeeba on his shoulder, and they walked down the stairs as a group with Zeeba.

	He released her on the main floor, and she ran off. N’ran finally looked Leadra in the eyes. “Are you ready?”

	She held on to Krix and he chortled softly. “I suppose so.”

	“Then come this way.”

	He gestured to a path out through the gardens, and she followed along.

	The trip to the Guard base was exhilarating, and her first therapy session was a trip through hell. She definitely had had better days.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	N’ran kept throwing her concerned looks, but he didn’t ask if she was all right. On their way back to the Citadel, he took her down every crevice and canyon that he could think of.

	Every time she thought she had herself under control, she burst out in tears again. Krix had been ordered to stay in the back seat while she took some time to grieve, but he was fretting.

	Finally, her eyes were dry and her face was puffy but she felt empty.

	Krix must have felt the shift in her thoughts, because he bounded up and over the seats into her arms.

	She sighed in relief.

	“So, was that an exercise in self-torture?”

	Leadra shook her head. “I hadn’t grieved for my family yet, so he got me started.”

	“How long has it been?”

	She swallowed, “Just over three years.”

	“How did they die?”

	She rubbed Krix. “That is complicated, but they were all murdered.”

	He went silent.

	She swallowed again. “It is the reason I went into training.”

	“We all have our reasons. Some are societal, some are personal, but we all answered the call to make ourselves more and better when the time came. In the end, it isn’t why we came that is important; it is the fact that we did it. You chose to do more and to be something more. That counts for a lot.”

	Leadra looked at him, and she felt a small smile on her lips. “Thank you. That helps.”

	He grinned. “Good. Now, what kind of training are you taking?”

	“Um, they have a specialist arriving tomorrow.”

	“For the psychic side. What are they doing for your defense and battle training?”

	She tilted her head. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

	“Mention it to Veera. She will schedule someone if she hasn’t already.”

	Leadra stroked Krix until they arrived at the Citadel. She felt better. Lighter.

	“Do you have someone to eat with?” N’ran asked her casually.

	“Just Krix. He is pretty good company.”

	“May I join you two?”

	She blinked. “Please. I am not really sure what to eat, so I am going to have to figure out what will and won’t work.”

	“Ah, culinary adventure, everyone’s favourite time at the Citadel. Allow me to help out.”

	Krix squirmed to get down, and so she placed him on the floor, watching him waddle happily to play with a rainbow of other Yaluthu.

	“He will come back when you have food or if you need him. You two are bonded now.”

	She chuckled. “I know. I was just worried about him getting run over by one of the kids.”

	“They know to keep an eye out for the little ones. Come on, after a day like today, you need some fortification.”

	He coaxed her toward the food court and helped her find the foods that were close to what she was used to and easy for her to digest. The colour coding next to the platters helped.

	Once she had her food and some seeds for Krix, she headed to a table that was out of the way and N’ran joined her.

	“Why aren’t you dressed in Citadel gear?” She asked him.

	The blush that ran through her face a moment later was hot. The dark, tight leather that he wore was fascinating to look at, but it didn’t match any of the robes that swirled around the building.

	He grinned. “I am part of an exchange program. Balen has agreed to accept some children of Repsak, which is my world. It is a cross-training program for talents.”

	“Is Zeeba one of your species?”

	He rocked a hand from side to side. “It is too early to tell. She bears the physical characteristics of one of ours, and children like her are the reason I am here. If there is a development of any additional cues, they wanted three or four of us here to keep an eye on them.”

	“Were they all fathered by someone from your world?”

	He tilted his head and made a face. “It is hard to say. The women were implanted with the altered material. They never saw the male from whom the material was taken.”

	Leadra blinked at the very sterile manner in which he had described a form of torture on the part of both the male and the female.

	“Was he recovered?”

	N’ran sighed. “His body was. He was an excellent warrior and a stellar peacekeeper.”

	“Did you know him?”

	He nodded. “I did, and for the chance that one of these children will be one one-thousandth of the talent that he was, I am here and watching over them.”

	“Is Repsak also a living world?”

	He smiled brightly. “It is.”

	“Resicor recently developed an Avatar, so I am familiar with the concept.”

	“How are your people handling it?”

	She sighed. “With talents finally willing to expose themselves without fear, the normal population is realising that there is no profit in hate and paranoia. They don’t benefit from turning in their family members anymore. There is a wave of change that Trala is dealing with, and it is good that she has folks around her who will help her hold onto the hearts and minds of Resicor through trust and good works, not brainwashing.”

	She touched the tiny drop of the pendant under her suit. It was like having the touch of a guarding parent with her at all times. That was what she felt it was anyway.

	Krix hopped up and down at her feet, chirping. She grinned and hoisted him onto the table. She cupped seeds in her hand and held it out while he nibbled.

	“He is a vocal one.” N’ran smiled.

	“He matches your eyes.” The moment the words were out of her mouth, she could have kicked herself.

	“He does, doesn’t he? Too bad he didn’t pick me. I would have made an excellent partner.”

	“How do they pick their companions? I see a bunch of them running around with no particular direction or purpose but everyone can play with them.”

	“No one knows. Some folks think it is need on the part of the chosen companion, but others think it is a synchronicity between the two.”

	“Huh. Fixit knew that I would be the right one for Krix the moment that we touched. I saw Krix, but I didn’t realise that it was the same species as Fixit until Veera explained it.”

	He chuckled and reached out to stroke Krix. “Yes, they are cute at this stage and fearsome at their adult form. The baldness in the middle is rather amusing, but the little ones that appear make the awkwardness worth it.”

	“How many little ones?”

	“As few as three, as many as eight. They are now registered as an indigenous species of Balen.”

	“How is that possible?”

	“Balen recently resurfaced itself. It woke from an ice age and welcomed a new Avatar and the Sector Guard and Citadel.”

	“And the Yaluthu?”

	“Veera came to Citadel Balen, and she and her partner went on one of the missions, returning with not only Fixit but others of his kind. She was offered the position as administrator here, and thus, Fixit and the Yaluthu got a new home.”

	A familiar voice laughed, “And we all lived happily ever after.”

	Veera sat with them and Fixit chirped hello.

	“When you are done, I would like to go over your schedule if that is all right?” Veera smiled politely at Leadra.

	“Of course.”

	N’ran picked up her empty tray and then his own. “I will leave you to it, and tomorrow, I will take you to your appointment again.”

	“Thank you, N’ran. You were…it was nice having someone to talk to.” She smiled briefly.

	He gave her a solemn nod. “It was my pleasure. I will see you tomorrow.” He left and took the empty plates with him.

	Veera watched him go and blinked slightly. “Wow. That is the first time I have ever seen him acting in a social capacity for anyone other than the children.”

	Leadra hunched her shoulders. “I had a bit of a breakdown in front of him. It was pity and nothing more.”

	Veera chuckled. “I don’t think so. N’ran is a Master Hunter of Repsak. Hunters can’t pity their prey.”

	“I don’t think he considers me prey.”

	“If you say so. Now, come with me and we will get your schedule sorted.”

	Leadra scooped Krix up and held him near her shoulder. He squirmed around, and using his beak and his pudgy feet, he pulled his puffball of a body up to her shoulder. He settled in and chuckled in triumph. Fixit chirped in approval and they headed for the lift to reach the administration offices.

	When the schedule was laid out, it was comprehensive and placed her therapy at the end of the physical day. N’ran had agreed to pick her up from all of her workouts and he would fly her to her appointment each and every day.

	“He knew that I was scheduled for combat training and he didn’t say a thing.”

	Veera cocked her head. “He only parts with the information that is needed to accomplish his results. I am surprised that he encouraged you.”

	Leadra thought about her day. “I think he knew I needed to think about the future, even if it was only tomorrow.”

	“Then, you had better get to bed and rest up. Tomorrow is going to be a helluva day.”

	Fixit shrieked and flapped his wings in encouragement. Krix copied the sound. It was unanimous. She was going to get her butt kicked.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	Being pummelled by a stranger should have been a new experience, but in the dome, she had been confined with one of her brother’s victims. The man had super strength in the normal world, and bound in the restrictor suit, he had still been far larger than she was. It wasn’t always possible to get away unscathed.

	“Enough, Novice. You are not defending yourself. Why don’t you go on the attack?” Her instructor sighed in frustration.

	Leadra blinked and got to her feet. “Am I supposed to?”

	“What would you do on your world if you were attacked?”

	“Scream and call for help.”

	Timorla sighed and ran a hand through her close-cropped hair. “You need to want to defeat your opponent.”

	“But I don’t.” She slumped her shoulders.

	A woman walked in from the door to the change room and shook her head. “She doesn’t want to hit a physical being, Timorla. She is after a specter.”

	“Master Zeyan, I am honoured to have you in my session, but why are you here?”

	“Leadra can see souls, and I am here to test the limits of her talent.” Zeyan’s red hair cascaded over her shoulders, and she smiled at Leadra. “Hello, Novice.”

	“Master Zeyan.” Leadra inclined her head. “Thank you for coming to help me.”

	“Change your clothing and come with me. I have some items for you to practice with. It would be easier if we had a local graveyard or a recent death, but the folk of Balen are repulsively healthy.” Zeyan grinned.

	“I will be back in a moment.” Leadra quickly changed and flashed a solar blast to clean off the sweat. She scooped up Krix on her way out of the changing area.

	She felt prim and proper when she returned to face her new instructor, and Zeyan was chatting quietly with Timorla.

	Zeyan nodded and left her conversational partner, taking Leadra by the hand and leading her through the halls to an empty classroom that had a series of boxes lined up on the dais. With the door closed behind them, Zeyan smiled brightly. “Your Yaluthu can remain here as long as it doesn’t interfere.”

	“He is a little sleepy anyway.” Leadra tucked him into a comfortable-looking chair and followed Zeyan’s lead.

	“In each and every box, there is a soul. You have two choices, read the soul or bring the soul out to speak on its own. If you can do that, we will have something to work with.”

	“If I can’t do either?”

	“You are not trying hard enough. You have already demonstrated the first skill, so take your time and ask the boxes to reveal their secrets.”

	It seemed weird, but Leadra stepped in front of the first box and stared into it. To her surprise, there was something staring back.

	She quickly moved to the next one, and it had an occupant as well. As did the other seven boxes on the dais. Even the necklace around Zeyan’s neck had souls in it.

	“Who is in your necklace?”

	“No one you need to worry about. The crystal is a prison and they are mass murderers.”

	Leadra looked away from the two men pounding against the crystal.

	Back to the woman in the box. “How do I see them?”

	“You mean how do you pull them up so others can see them as well?”

	“Precisely.”

	“Link your soul to theirs and pull on them. Think of the links as your arms, you are lifting them up to speak to.”

	The idea was simple, but it took two hours before the first soul rose from the box. Leadra was sweating, her arms were tired and her mouth was dry, but she eased the soul from the box and the woman inside smiled encouragingly at her.

	Well done, child. You are on your way to mastering your skills.

	Zeyan smiled and came to her side. “Yes, she is. Now, Leadra, ease the soul back into the box.”

	Leadra reversed the technique that had pulled the woman from the wood, and she slumped back in relief. “She’s back.”

	Zeyan patted her shoulder. “Well done. Considering you have not been able to use your talent before, you are catching on quickly.”

	Leadra chuckled and put her head in her hands. “I don’t know what this exercise is supposed to do.”

	Zeyan guided her down to a chair and looked at her eye to eye. “I know about your pain and what you want to do. If you find the soul you are looking for, you will need a means to withdraw it from its host and destroy it. If you can ease a soul out of a shielded box and put it back intact, that is a skill you will need for the initial extraction. Dispersing the energy will be the last thing I teach you, because it is deadly dangerous.”

	“You know?”

	“Of course I do. Veera got your files and sent them to me. I read all of your statements and the witness reports. I have only run into one other creature of this nature, and the solar Avatar of the region took him out. They are bits of chaos with a hunger for destruction and fear. They live on the panic and sorrow they create.”

	Leadra sat up and stared at her instructor. Finally, there was someone who knew what she was talking about. “Can they travel through the stars on their own?”

	“No. They need a host. They can’t survive the waves of radiation of space travel. The chaos shadow must have arrived with a Raider ship. There is no other way it could have gotten to Resicor.”

	“So, you have actually run into this before.”

	“I have. It almost killed me. Orenn had to use a healer, and I drained power from him as he healed and I kept taking his energy.”

	“Who is Orenn?”

	“My partner and my mate. He keeps me stable and fills the hole in my soul.”

	Leadra looked at Zeyan’s sombre expression. “I can see it. The scar is bright and it is all over you.”

	“And that is the first step of mastering the talent that we seem to share. You are not bound to your world like I was, though I will say that you do bear a similar scar.”

	“Resicor kissed me and sealed the wound when I left. I didn’t realise that that was what she had done until right now. I felt it at the time, and I was sick for a few days, but I am better now and ready to master what I have been given.”

	Zeyan grinned. “Good. Pull out and replace three more souls and we will call it a day.”

	“Yes, Master Zeyan.”

	Leadra got back to her feet and extended her power, mentally imagining picking up the soul with the edges of an energy apron. She held it up, greeted the man she was looking at and eased him back in.

	The next two went just as quickly.

	She grinned at Zeyan, “I did it.”

	“You did, and tomorrow, you will do more. You do need to learn to fight though. A fit body will support your mind. If your body can manage itself and work from its own resources, you will be able to use more of your mind.”

	“Does that include hurting people?”

	“Don’t think of it as hurting others; think of it as protecting yourself. You need to be able handle your own safety or you will drain the resources of those around you.”

	“What do you mean?”

	N’ran spoke from the back of the classroom. “She means that the Citadel will not send you on your own. You will have a partner when they feel you are finally ready, and together, you will go in search of your chaos shadow.”

	Leadra was a little surprised that he was sitting there, but when he finished speaking, she was shocked. “What do you know about them?”

	Zeyan sighed. “N’ran’s folk have had quite a few exposures to the chaos shadows. They are thought to have emerged from a species in the Repsak sector.”

	N’ran got to his feet. “If you two are done here for the day, it is time for Novice Leadra’s appointment.”

	Leadra scooped Krix up and put him on her shoulder. She thanked Zeyan then followed N’ran out of the educational wing and out into the afternoon light.

	In the small transport, she asked, “You knew about my situation the whole time?”

	He lifted off and they flew toward the Guard base. “There was a reason I was assigned as your pilot. If you complete your training and are not a danger to those travelling with you, you will be given free rein to find the one who attacked those you love. It is suspected that they will be found in my peoples’ portion of space.”

	“You will help me find him?”

	“If you complete your training and will not put the lives of those around you at risk because you are helpless.” He gave her a sideways glance. “Am I speaking clearly?”

	She sat back and nodded. “I have to get used to hitting people.”

	“That is a nice summation. Yes, you have to get used to hitting people.”

	She nodded and straightened her spine. “Well, all right then.”

	Krix chirped in confirmation, and she read it in the pictures of his thoughts. If she got hurt, he would heal her until she was what she needed to be.

	N’ran gave her a long look, and he resumed his focus on their flight path. She could see the curve of a smile around his lips, but it could have been a trick of the light.

	 

	After dinner with Krix and a data pad full of information on hand-to-hand combat, she headed to the gym and started up the fight simulator. It was set to basic, and the solid hologram still kicked her butt.

	Leadra kept going until she could no longer stand. The program shut down, and Krix came hopping over to her, cuddling her and sending healing energy through her. In five minutes, she was able to stand up and she headed to her quarters to feed Krix an extra ration because it was going to be a long and painful night.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	N’ran smiled in the shadows of the gym; his natural markings blended him right into the darkness and Leadra’s physical distress kept her from seeing him with her other senses. She was determined; he had to admire that. Her ability to take hits and keep coming was also something mentioned in her arrest report.

	Her attacks were clumsy, but she was getting better with each strike. He looked forward to having her as a partner. The shadows were striking more frequently, and if they weren’t stopped, chaos would reign.

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	Three weeks of fighting, pulling souls and therapy later and Leadra felt different. Her muscle mass had increased, her reflexes were faster and she ate quite a bit more. Krix was a little sleepy, but he was enjoying the workouts.

	Zeyan met her at the classroom where four other members of the Citadel were waiting.

	“Finally! Come in, Lee. Today, you are working on the living.”

	Lee paused on her way down the steps, and Krix chirped quizzically. “What the what now?”

	“These Citadel volunteers are here so that you can withdraw their souls and store them in a canister. When you are done, you will put the soul back in the correct body.”

	Lee’s heart began to pound. The volunteers simply stood with encouraging smiles on their faces.

	A few minutes of organization took place and a nervous Lee faced her first volunteer. “Please have a seat.”

	The man smiled and said, “Good forethought.”

	Lee was sweating with tension. When he sat, she looked at him and eased his consciousness from his body, pulling it toward her and holding it in her hands. She looked to Zeyan. “Where are the containers?”

	Zeyan grinned. “In the hallway.”

	Panic slammed into Lee, but she cradled the soul carefully while walking outside the classroom to the table with the four canisters lined up on it. She opened one of the canisters and eased her passenger into it. His face smiled at her from the side of the canister and she locked it with a sigh of relief.

	She gathered all the canisters in her arms and returned to the classroom. With narrowed eyes, she glared at Zeyan. “That was a mean trick.”

	Zeyan grinned. “You need to know where you are going to put them. It isn’t a simple thing to pull a soul, so you need to think past the moment of extraction.”

	Lee checked the body of her volunteer, and when his breathing was still even, she smiled tightly at the woman in line. “Next?”

	When the extractions were complete, Lee was still sweating, but now, it was from fatigue.

	“And now I put them back?”

	Zeyan nodded. “Correct. You have to re-initiate your connection and put them back where you found them.”

	The way Zeyan said it let Lee know that she was in for some kind of shenanigans.

	Lee went to the table where she had put the canisters, and she looked through the souls for the first one she had pulled. It wasn’t where she had left it.

	Lee picked up the canister, and set it at the feet of the first volunteer. She unlatched it and caught the soul as it sprang free. In a slow and controlled move, she slipped it back into the body, and when the man opened his eyes and grinned, she moved on to the next one.

	By the time all four were sorted, she was wiped out. She sat with her head hanging and her arms dangling between her knees. Krix was cuddled in her lap and chortling as he helped to recharge her.

	Zeyan asked, “Well? How did she do?”

	The four volunteers looked at each other and smiled. The woman who had been the second movement spoke. “She is excellently attentive. It was like being cradled in caring arms, and her identification before placement was definitely appreciated.”

	Zeyan chuckled. “Yeah, I thought I had her there.”

	Lee looked up with bleary eyes. “So everyone is where they are supposed to be?”

	Zeyan nodded. “Yes, and if not, they could move themselves back to the correct body. This is the astral-projection class. They move themselves in and out of their bodies all the time.”

	Lee chuckled. “That explains a few things. Two of them jumped at me when I removed them.”

	The men blushed and the women rolled their eyes. Everyone could guess who the jumpers were.

	Zeyan thanked the volunteers and dismissed them. “Well, Lee, it looks like there is only one last thing I can teach you.”

	“What?”

	“Energy dispersal. Your talent seems to be designed to either contain or destroy energy fields. Tomorrow, we go on a trip and we break some power into pieces, and by we, I mean you.” She smiled brightly.

	Lee kept breathing slowly. “Good. I need to know that.”

	N’ran appeared on schedule. “Are you ready to go?”

	Lee cuddled Krix and she stood. “I am. See you tomorrow, Zee?”

	“You know it. Orenn wants to head out on assignments, and I can’t do that until we get you sorted.”

	Lee had met Orenn a few times in the last few weeks, and while he enjoyed spending time on Balen, he wanted to be back in action with the woman he loved. It glowed out of him every time Lee saw him.

	Lee headed out with N’ran, and she nervously took the controls. He had been teaching her how to fly, and today, it was going to be her responsibility to get them to and from her appointment.

	She settled Krix in the backseat and looked at N’ran. “Are you sure about this?”

	He grinned. “It is a day for tests, so yes. I know you can do this. Get us to the Guard base and get us home again. I will bring you your dinner in your own quarters.”

	She put on her harness and gave him a sideways look. “Dessert too?”

	“With dessert.” He grinned. His purple eyes were sparkling.

	She took a deep breath, checked the surroundings of the skimmer and flipped on the engines. In seconds, they were off.

	Krix chirped excitedly, and N’ran tried to look casual, but she could see the tight creases in his tunic where he gripped his bicep as he crossed his arms.

	Lee dipped the skimmer and watched the creases tighten. Snickering, she evened out and continued their trip to her therapist.

	She got a clear bill of psychosis and a hug from her counsellor. She was still damaged, but she had accepted what she was and what she was about to become. She was no longer a victim; she was becoming a hunter.

	Krix chuckled happily when she finished her appointment and put him on her shoulder. N’ran was speaking with the stellar Avatar who flew off as Lee approached.

	“Was it something I said?” She chuckled.

	“No, he was wondering how long I was staying on the surface.”

	“Not long. Get in the skimmer. I want to launch you over the edge of the cliff and see if I can bleach your spots.” She grinned.

	He laughed and got into the passenger seat. “Feeling good after your visit?”

	“Feeling balanced. I can feel everything and not worry about being overwhelmed anymore. I feel like me and I haven’t felt like this in a very long time.”

	It went beyond the deaths. It went back to the moment when she first began to see the energy inside the people around her. Talents had been imprisoned for less than simply seeing things. She didn’t want to risk losing those around her, so she hid what she was becoming. Ignoring souls on the street was easy; they didn’t expect to be seen.

	Despite feeling giddy, Lee flew straight to the landing pad at the Citadel. When the skimmer was powered down, she looked at N’ran. “Well?”

	“Dinner will be delivered in ten minutes.”

	She grinned, grabbed Krix and headed for her quarters. She waved at Zeeba and the other children, her robes flared out and away from her as she sprinted up the stairs.

	She set Krix down on the bed, sprinted to the lav and took a quick solar shower, letting her hair down. She sighed happily and turned on the vid, looking for the animated movies that she loved. Krix was rubbing himself all over her bed, and she laughed. “Was it change the sheets day?”

	He chirped affirmative.

	She had just dialled up two cups of tea when there was a knock on her door. She skidded over, confirmed that it was N’ran and opened the door. “Come on in.”

	He carried in the two trays and slid hers onto the table, next to his own. “You showered.”

	“Solared. My morning workout was still hanging around.” She brought the tea over and returned to the refreshment dispenser for water. When she settled next to him, she inhaled happily.

	“Thank you.”

	He chuckled. “You earned it. We will start work on shuttle flight when you are on your first assignment.”

	She blinked with a mouthful of noodles dangling. “Wath?”

	N’ran shook his head. “Finish your meal and we will discuss it. You might also want to invest in etiquette lessons.”

	She shrugged and slurped. “Fine, but only because you look a little queasy.”

	He sighed and ate his meal with grace and economic movements. “That is only because of your bizarre enthusiasm for those noodles.”

	Lee couldn’t explain that her mother had made something similar and she hadn’t even been able to look at them for the first two weeks at the Citadel. Now that she could eat them, she felt like she was getting another part of herself back.

	Krix hopped over and up onto the table using his booster steps. Lee held out a palm full of seeds and nuts, watching as he nipped at her palm voraciously. “Ouch.”

	N’ran looked at him. “Is he all right?”

	“I don’t know; he seems to be getting more aggressive.” She checked the nip in her hand, and when she didn’t see blood, she refilled her hand with more Yaluthu food and put it back under Krix’s beak.

	“That is usually a sign of the transformation. It means you must be close to being healed.”

	She got pecked again. “How delightful.”

	Lee finished her food and tucked Krix into his little bed. He nuzzled her hand and the red marks disappeared. “It’s okay, little dude. You are just facing something you don’t control. I am with you.”

	His huge eyes closed and he rumbled a little as he fell asleep.

	Lee beckoned N’ran into the entertainment area where the video would muffle their voices.

	“He snores?”

	The amazement in his voice made her giggle. “He snores. He also gets wicked bed head.”

	They sat on the couch and she gave him a frank look. “So, you mentioned assignments?”

	He nodded. “If you are up for it, we have an appointment with a finder who specialises in the spectral. From there, we have authorization to pursue any lead we receive.”

	“You would leave Balen?”

	“The others can watch over the children until my replacement arrives. If you will have me, I have been assigned as your partner.”

	She looked into his earnest purple eyes and saw something else in his gaze. To her surprise, he leaned in and he kissed her.

	Her eyes went wide as she felt the heat of his breath a moment before his lips grazed hers. She let her eyes close, and she leaned forward, smelling the scent of N’ran and the leather that he always wore.

	When he leaned back, he had a slight smile and a lot of relief in his gaze. “Thank Repsak. That could have ended badly.”

	She smiled and sat straight again. “If I was not interested?”

	“Precisely. I am a little dependant on pheromone cues and your species doesn’t really give them off. I have had to pay very close attention to your body language, and I am still confused most of the time.”

	She covered her mouth and laughed.

	“That is more familial than species related. My father used to watch my mother like a raptor, trying to figure out her mood. Unless she was bawling, he didn’t know what was coming his way.”

	It ached to talk about them, but it felt good to share that insight into her family. She missed them every day, but her life went on, just as her mother wanted.

	N’ran rubbed his palms down his trousers. “Well, tomorrow, you need to see the outfitter. She will foresee what you need to have with you and provide what she can with a list for what she can’t.”

	“That is a weird talent.”

	“It is a version of the seer energy.”

	She smiled. “It is still weird.” 

	Lee got up and took his hand. “Thank you, N’ran. I am not sure I could have made it this far without you.”

	He lifted her hand to his lips. “You could have, it just might have taken you a little longer.”

	She smiled at the warmth that the kiss spread through her. “Good night.”

	He sighed, sent a long look at the bed and made his way out of her quarters. 

	After it closed, she leaned on the door and tried to get her heartbeat under control. Krix’s snores increased in volume, and she smiled at the reminder that she was not sleeping alone. 

	The next day she would tear energy apart, and if she were good enough, she would get to take her talent to the stars in search of the being that killed her family.

	 


Chapter Six

	 

	 

	“So, let me see.” The outfitter looked her over, and her eyes went from pansy blue to black on black.

	Uli started to make a list as she stared at Lee with that eerie gaze.

	Lee held still, and even Krix was immobile as they were assessed. Parts of her were still smouldering a little from the energy-dispersal class, but she was standing tall.

	The list began to get longer and longer on the display, and some of the items were a little eyebrow raising. The amount of knives was surprising. Lee didn’t know where she was going to put them all.

	Finally, Uli, the outfitter, relaxed and looked at the list. “Well, I think I have just about all of this here. You will have to go to medical for those jabs, but the rest can be ready for you in about an hour, including rations.”

	Uli smiled brightly, her pansy eyes bright in her yellow skin.

	“Thank you. I am sure it will be very helpful.”

	“Thank you for making eye contact with me immediately. Many folks lose their nerve after I do my assessment.” Uli chuckled.

	“You are most welcome. Now, thank you again; I will be back in two hours.”

	She reached up and stroked Krix as she headed to medical with a copy of her list. 

	Canevor was on duty and he grinned. “I hear you have made it through training.”

	She nodded. “I did. It took a lot of effort and quite a bit of work on Krix’s part, but I got through it.”

	Canevor opened her file. “Well, we will begin with the baseline scan and then get to the injections.”

	“I just came for the shots.”

	“It doesn’t work that way. To go on assignment, you need a medical check. When you return, you will be scanned again for damage or viruses. To do that, we compare your before picture to your after image.” He blinked all three eyes at random and then grinned.

	“Fine.” She set Krix on the floor, and he went hopping around the centre, ducking out the door. “Coward.”

	Canevor helped her into the scanner and ran the imaging unit over her from head to toe. When she had every organ on record, he kept her in the scanner while he injected her immunizations. 

	She shivered, felt hot and then cold.

	Canevor scowled over her injections and patted her hand. “It will be over soon.”

	Krix came skidding across the floor, and he jumped into the scanner before the healer could stop him. Just the small contact with him helped Lee relax into the riot in her body as she rode it out.

	She asked through gritted teeth. “What did you give me?”

	“The shots on the list. Your body is just not used to being hit with wounded types of diseases from a dozen different worlds.”

	She rolled her eyes and gasped, “Do you think that putting in one at a time could have worked?”

	He shrugged. “We will never know. Ah, you are coming out of it now.”

	Krix rubbed against her.

	Canevor looked at the scanner. He made a surprised sound. “And it seems that Krix is about to begin transformation. It looks like he will have quite the clutch of little ones.”

	Lee looked down, and Krix was looking up with a pleased expression in his eyes. “Are you going to wait until we get back, or do you want to stay here with Veera?”

	The peck on her leg was enough for her.

	“There. Stable. Now a secondary scan and you are good to go. Come on, Krix. Out you come.”

	Krix told him off but hopped out of the scanner. The full imaging was done a second time and Canevor was satisfied.

	“You are cleared for assignments. I will put it in your file.” He nodded and went to his terminal.

	“Thank you, Canevor. I will see you when I get back.”

	“Take care.” He grinned and waved her off, lost in the readouts.

	She scooped up Krix and put him back on her shoulder. He wasn’t really built for it, but he hung on like a mad thing, and he always healed the punctures.

	She checked her wrist display and she still had an hour before it was time to return to the outfitter.

	Her unit chirped and she lifted it to her mouth. “Hello?”

	“Hi, Lee. It’s Veera. Are you interested in coming up for tea?”

	“Now?”

	“Yes. Zeyan is here and she is leaving tomorrow now that you are all settled.”

	“On my way up.”

	She stroked Krix, and he flapped his wings happily. He loved spending time with Fixit.

	The lift was the only way to get to the upper level without exhausting herself, so she entered on the ground floor and pressed the icon for the upper level.

	The reception desk was empty, but she could hear talking inside, so she followed the eager flapping of Krix and entered the main office.

	In the couch area, Zeyan and Veera were sitting with a three-tier tray in front of them and several cups on a tray with a teapot.

	“Lee, come in. Have a seat. Krix, Fixit is in the aerie down the hall. He is waiting to give you a good grooming.”

	Lee set Krix down on the ground, and he quickly waddled toward the aerie. 

	It had taken her four days to go from Leadra to Lee, and she was content with the change. It made her feel part of something again and gave her the sensation that the folks around her knew her. She had friends again.

	Lee settled down and Veera smiled as she poured the tea. 

	“He looks like he is going to evolve soon. That will mean little ones running around. Krix was Fixit’s youngest. It is going to be the end of an era for me. I feel like a grandmother watching the children going to higher education.” Veera sighed.

	Lee sipped at her tea. “I was going to ask you to watch over him while I am gone, but he is insisting on coming with us.”

	Zeyan shook her head. “I have no idea how you can be slaves to those little creatures.”

	Veera snorted. “You wouldn’t have asked that if they had been around when you first left your home. You might have bonded with one of them instead of Orenn.”

	Zeyan laughed. “I doubt it. I had a planet-sized hole in my psyche. A little guy like that couldn’t have filled it.”

	Lee chuckled. “No, but he could have helped you seal it yourself so you weren’t draining yourself to death.”

	Zeyan shrugged. “We will never know. Do you mind having him around?”

	Lee looked at her, “I have no surviving family and my planet can offer me nothing. My community doesn’t want me. I checked.” She sighed. “Krix accepts me unconditionally, and since he knows when I need attention, he has become one of the dependable things in my life.”

	“Point taken. He is adorable.” Zeyan lifted her teacup in a salute.

	“So, you are definitely going?”

	Lee nodded. “Yes, I have been to the outfitter and over to medical already. Whenever N’ran and I get clearance, we are gone. With Krix of course.”

	“Did the outfitter put Krix’s food on the list? He is going to need to start on protein strips soon.”

	Lee handed the list over. “Here it is.”

	Veera nodded and nodded again. “Yup. She got it all. She even accounted for nesting in case you don’t make it home before he goes bald and has the babies. Did Canevor tell you how many?”

	“No. He didn’t. Are they in there already?”

	“Yaluthu are born pregnant. They have always been in there. He is a big fella so there is no telling how many he will have.”

	Zeyan joined in properly. “What happens if he starts to change while he is on a ship?”

	Veera shrugged. “He nests where he is. When all the feathers are gone, he will eat and sleep for a few days and then the babies will appear. After that, he won’t leave them, but he will grow the flight feathers over the course of a week or two. He will need a lot of protein. We had to guess with Fixit and watch what food he went after. Once he is a raptor, he will eat like a raptor.”

	“Thanks. Can I get a notebook or something with all the instructions?” Lee bit her lip.

	Veera and Zeyan laughed and the conversation turned to travelling in space on long-distance missions. Lee learned tricks to manage her hair in zero G.

	When an hour was up, Krix came hopping back down the hall and he was a little balder. Apparently, it had been a thorough grooming session.

	“Well, ladies, this has been lovely, but I need to collect a whole bunch of stuff I could never imagine needing.” She shifted Krix to her shoulder.

	Veera smiled. “You will need them. The new suits and robes are on their way to your quarters.”

	“New robes?” She stood up.

	“Of course. You are now Soul Master Leadra. This was your official promotion tea.”

	Veera and Zeyan toasted her.

	Lee laughed. “Thank you. I was getting tired of white.”

	“Don’t thank me. You earned it. Zeyan was a master of souls because she was born to be and you had to earn it. You earned it.” Veera grinned. “And you always have a home here.”

	Lee nodded. “I know it. I feel it. Thank you, and now, off to get my presents.”

	She left the ladies having tea and returned to the outfitter’s office for her loot. She looked forward to going through everything on the list and getting familiar with it.

	She was going on a trip. She needed to be prepared.

	 


Chapter Seven

	 

	 

	Lee sat next to N’ran with Krix in a padded chair just for him. Lee watched the moves, the calculations and the buttons involved in gaining altitude and setting their route.

	“I didn’t bother asking, where are we heading?” Lee cocked her head.

	“Well, Soul Master Leadra, we are heading to the Narskuran archives where you are going to consult a seer with your memories to get a tracking point on that soul you were after.”

	“They can do that?”

	“They can, well, one of them can. Because your experience was felt and only seen through your talent, it will need a specialist.”

	“Right. It makes a certain amount of annoying sense.” She smiled. “How long until we get to the archive?”

	“Eighteen hours. You can either take a nap or get a flight lesson. It is your choice.”

	“Can I choose both? One and then the other? I didn’t think we would be leaving before dawn.”

	“It is easier to take off when you are already pointed in the right direction. It doesn’t save much time, but it does gives you the option to leave when no one expects it. You are simply gone with no endless rounds of hugs.”

	“I would have liked the hugs.”

	“And you would have cried and had to be soothed, and we would have set off with more than just a lost night’s sleep on your mind. Yes, you can rest. I will be here, watching the stars.” N’ran gave her a calm nod. “Have your nap. I will be waiting.”

	She unbuckled her harness and made her way to the back the moment that they left Balen orbit. It was juvenile but she wanted some time alone, and getting her nap in now increased the chances later. In her quarters, she snuggled under the sheets and let her fatigue rock her to sleep. She was on the edge when her door opened and irritated chirps came through her dozy state as Krix wanted to cuddle. She reached down and bundled him up and onto her bed. He curled against her chest, and she was back in dozing mode in seconds. 

	The ship rocked and swayed a bit as they passed the moons, but then, she felt their engines engage and they were on their way.

	 

	A few hours later, she scooped Krix in her arm and returned to the flight deck. She settled in next to N’ran and smiled. “Did you need anything? Tea, water, caf?”

	“Tea would be nice.”

	She patted him on the shoulder and headed to the galley, working through the stages of crafting tea on a spacecraft with only a little awkwardness. She had two cups with lids by the time she returned to N’ran.

	“Did you have to grow the leaves?”

	“No, I had to reconstitute the water.” She kept her voice dry and handed him his cup.

	He chuckled and took a sip. “Thank you.”

	“You are welcome. How long was I out?”

	“Krix kept you out for ten hours. It gets a little boring sitting up here, so I was reading the Resicoran news.”

	She perked up and he expanded the display to take up all space in front of them. She read about elections, the regulations for division of represented bodies, including talents, the untalented and the psychics who had to stand for ethics exams any time they spoke in public. An identifier was always there to keep them from taking control of the crowd.

	Steps were being made to turn Resicor into a fair world and aliens were now being welcomed via the gates that had been created by Resicor herself. 

	“So much has changed.” Lee whispered it.

	“But for the better.”

	“Yes, but I know when I go back, I won’t be able to recognize anything.”

	“So they are moving on without you.”

	“Yup.”

	“How do you feel about that?”

	“It proves I am still alive. I am moving on without them. We are not a symbiotic creature; I can live my life without them and they without me.”

	“Where would you like to make your home?”

	She laughed. “I like Balen, but it is the only other world I have ever been to. I look forward to seeing more of the universe.”

	“Would you consider a tour on Repsak? We have had two chaos shadows fairly recently and more about a decade ago.”

	“Why is that so unusual?”

	“Like Resicor, there is nowhere for them to travel. We didn’t have any visitors from other worlds. We did all of our business on a space station. They had to have taken a body there and ridden one of our own to the surface. Worse, they did it twice.”

	“Did your people have enough power to destroy them?”

	“No, all we could do was have them placed in a coma patient and launched into space.”

	She winced. “Were the patients aware?”

	“No, they were both dying. Their bodies would not have lasted another two weeks.”

	Lee sighed. “I hope I can offer a better alternative. I really hope my training pays off.”

	He laughed. “It will.”

	“Thank you for your faith in me. This is all new to me, including meeting an archivist on an alien world.”

	“It is more of a set of space stations linked together. The archivist we are seeing is in a gaseous area, so you will need full containment. The suit with the silver striping.”

	“When will we be there?”

	“Well, it is on the far side of this nebula, so just look around and enjoy the sights.”

	She stared out and watched the stellar gas clouds in pink, yellow and vibrant blue mingle and twist into every colour imaginable. “It’s beautiful.”

	“Yes, it is. I thought you were going to sleep through it.”

	She ignored him and stared out at the first true look at the stars she had ever had. The trip from home to Balen had been rough, and she had spent it in back with Fixit. This was her first honest look at her new job site. She was going to take it in.

	Krix came over and sat in her lap, climbing up her using beak and claw. He settled against her and wiggled his toes, chirping happily at the view from the navigator station.

	She didn’t blame him; it was a great view.

	 

	Her exo suit was more rigid than her normal clothing, but she looked at the gas-filled archive with wide eyes that ignored the small field that parted her from the smothering atmosphere. Krix didn’t like staying with the ship, but there was no comfortable place for him in the archive, and, hopefully, the archivist would be able to help with the location.

	“From here on, you must go alone. The archivist needs a clean reading, and since you were the only one of us there, you are the one who must communicate with it, to pass along the details.”

	She swallowed nervously. “Alone?”

	“Alone. I will wait out here and Krix will no doubt fling himself at you the moment you return.” N’ran smiled at her and nodded to the door. “Go on through.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“I am. If you want to seek out the chaos shadow, this is your best opportunity. If you want to leave and seek another assignment, we can do that too.” He put his hand on her shoulder.

	She put her gloved hand on his. “I need to do this. I will be back as soon as I can.”

	Lee stepped up to the door, and she looked back at N’ran before pressing her hand against the doorplate. It swung open, and she stepped into shadows. Her senses rioted as she saw dozens of souls in the darkness. Tendrils of light curled around her and lifted her before she could run. A mind pressed on hers, and she tried to scream but everything went black.

	 

	The ship was in motion and Krix was nestled against her side. 

	She smiled and looked down at him. “Hey, you.”

	He opened his tiny wings, flapped frantically and screeched. N’ran was at her side in seconds.

	“How are you?”

	She wrinkled her nose. “Fine. Are we heading to the archivist?”

	He blinked. “We have already been and gone. We were sent the pathway that the killer took. Don’t you remember?”

	She scowled. “No. The last thing I remember was you telling me that we didn’t have to go to the archivist if I didn’t want to.”

	N’ran sat back on his heels. “And you don’t remember anything else.”

	“No. What happened?”

	“You were gone for six hours, and your body floated out of the archivist doors and into my arms. Krix didn’t seem too worried, but I told him to sound an alarm when you woke up. He did an excellent job.” He scratched Krix under his chin.”

	“Aren’t you concerned by my missing time?”

	He gave her a long look. “Do you feel ill, unwell, uneasy or abused?”

	Lee ran a personal diagnostic. “Nope. I feel fine and well rested.”

	“Good. Then, the archivist did what it felt it necessary to do.”

	Lee sat up and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. “Where did my suit go?”

	N’ran’s expression got a little embarrassed. “I panicked and thought you might have been injured, so I had to remove the exo suit for the onboard scanner. You were fine by the way.”

	“Oh good. Out. I need to get dressed. You said we got a path?”

	“We have a trail and we are on the hunt.” He got to his feet and took Krix with him. “We will get you some food. You have been asleep for twelve hours and two jumps.”

	Lee sighed when the door closed. She was only wearing the pendant that Resicor had given her and the light sheet. With as much speed as she could, she pulled on her normal bodysuit and she sealed the closures.

	She hauled a brush through her hair and left her quarters, following the scent of food. Krix was on the table and supervising the tray that N’ran had gotten ready for her. She fed Krix his food, and when he pecked at her sliced meat, she gave him a few pieces of that as well. He was getting close to his full transformation, and she hoped that she finished her mission before that happened. She wanted to greet the little ones without the darkness hovering over her.

	 


Chapter Eight

	 

	 

	Lee checked the route that the archivist had given them, and she had to admit that it made sense. 

	Two months after she had been arrested and placed in the dome, there had been a few episodes of falling stars. A month after that, the stars had risen from the surface to the sky. The map she had showed a path from Resicor to a Raider station, from the Raider station to a trade platform and seven planets after that. It had not moved from the most recent planet yet.

	“Well, I think I know why I have all the blades.” Lee grinned over at N’ran.

	“Why?”

	“Males are rare on Trimlorith. A woman who can’t defend her man isn’t allowed to keep him. This could be why he hasn’t moved on yet. His previous bodies are all masculine, and on this world, men are kept close.”

	His smile was wicked, “So, you have to keep me close?”

	She gave him a bland look. “If I don’t, another woman will. I happen to have a partner that coordinates with my Yaluthu, so I will be keeping an eye on you. I am guessing it will be hard to find a comparable match.”

	N’ran laughed out loud. “We enter their territory in four minutes. You might want to gear up. My honour is at stake.”

	With a snort, Lee got to her feet and went to the bag of accessories she had been given. The straps that hadn’t made any sense now settled around her hips, thighs, calves, crisscrossed her chest and strapped to her arms. The knives went in next, the placement of the different sizes rotated until she could move fairly easily. Wearing enough metal and leather to make her consider less savoury occupations, she returned to the flight deck a moment before the Trimlorith forces hailed them.

	Lee leaned forward and answered the hail. “This is the Citadel shuttle Tangyu out of Balen.”

	A woman’s voice asked, “State your intent.”

	“We wish to land and spend two days on the surface of your lovely world.”

	N’ran typed a message, and she waited for the next question.

	“What are you going to be doing?”

	“We are here for a passive evaluation of your citizens to determine if any talents are surfacing.”

	“And if that is the case?”

	She read from the message. “We will ask your local governors to convene a tribunal to craft a policy that will allow the lady in question to stay or leave, as she chooses.”

	“Fifty-two-hour pass is extended. If you require an extension, please contact the nearest peacekeeper offices. Have a pleasant stay.”

	Lee swallowed when the ship that she had been speaking to cruised overhead. She made sure that the coms were off and she tried to remember how to breathe. “That is one big ship.”

	“It is a Nuskan warship. Some of their warriors thought that the women of Trimlorith would be easy prey. Now, the ladies have possession and command of the warship.”

	Lee nodded. “So, don’t leave the keys where they can get them. Gotcha.”

	“They aren’t talented, so you will have an advantage. Now, do you have any idea where you want to land?”

	“Land at the spaceport and we will take the skimmer out of the back. I can do a better scan of the area from the ground. From the sky, all I can do is see the bright spots.”

	He nodded. “Right. So, how are we going to play it?”

	“Well, the shadow would have had to have ridden someone down and either ditched it via suicide or been killed. From there, it would have had to have taken on another host within hours. It has to be around here.”

	“I meant, did you want me to walk behind you?”

	“Please. Krix will have to sit on my shoulder, but be prepared to grab him if I have any trouble.”

	“Right.” He nodded.

	Lee had to negotiate for a landing slip, but once she had completed that chore, she was scanning the horizon and working her way back toward the city. 

	By the time they had landed, she spotted two recently deceased beings and another means of attack came to her. “What if I simply ask the peacekeepers if there have been any recent deaths?”

	He settled them in place and powered the ship down. “Do you think that will work?”

	“I think that I can actually ask the dead who killed them.”

	N’ran’s eyes widened in surprised amazement. “I suppose you can.”

	“Let’s try that. If the dead are near the morgue, it will make things easier.”

	She got to her feet, settled Krix on her shoulder pad designed just for him and she looked at N’ran. “You are okay with this?”

	“I get to watch you walk without it being weird. I am definitely okay with this.” He wagged his eyebrows.

	Lee headed out onto her first true alien world. Balen didn’t count; it was home. 

	She had all of Krix’s paperwork with her and customs was easy for a woman covered in knives. Most of the women she saw who had a man in tow wore no less than six knives. With ten blades on her body, Lee was confident that she was fitting in.

	Directions to the peacekeeper headquarters were simple, and their little trio headed into Gorada, the capitol of Trimlorith. 

	N’ran murmured. “Are you sure we should speak with the peacekeepers?”

	“I need to speak with the bodies. If one of them was killed by the shadow, we will have a name immediately, and if not, we can still identify their murderer.”

	“Fair enough. What if they won’t listen to you?”

	“I will make them listen.” She might put them at risk, but she was willing to do whatever was necessary to stop the rampage of the killer.

	 

	The peacekeepers laughed at her. They hooted and pointed at the crazy Citadel Master right up until the moment when Lee pulled the captain’s soul out and held it in her hands. The body dropped to the ground, and Lee put enough energy in it to make sure that the women around her could make out the features. 

	“Your drop probably bruised you but back you go.” Lee eased the captain back into her body.

	Lee straightened again and addressed the room. “Now, again, my name is Soul Master Leadra of Resicor, and I am seeking murder victims from the last four weeks. I need a list of the locations of the bodies and someone to write down the names I am going to get from the souls.”

	The captain shook her head and got to her feet. “I apologize for the laughter, Soul Master, but you can understand how it sounded. We don’t have talents here, though we acknowledge that they exist. You just need the bodies?”

	“I am looking for one killer who has travelled from star to star, jumping from body to body. He must kill a body to free himself, but he can enter any that he chooses.”

	The captain rubbed her arm. “That is very interesting, but how do you know that such a creature exists?”

	Lee swallowed and said calmly. “Because I was there when he killed my parents, my sister and then, he freed himself by throwing my brother’s body off a bridge. He jumped into a local law enforcement officer and sneered at my grief. I was not able to stop him then, but I can do it now.”

	The room was silent and only breathing could be heard.

	“So, the victims?” She stood with her hands relaxed at her sides. No threat to anyone physically.

	The captain jerked her head. “We keep the victims in storage until we solve the crime. You will be taken to all unsolved victims.”

	“I only have two days here, so the sooner the better. Thank you.”

	A woman with sergeant markings smiled nervously. “This way, please.”

	Lee moved and N’ran followed her.

	“He can’t come. A man isn’t allowed to be involved in an investigation.” The sergeant scowled. 

	“He is my partner; he also takes care of my creature. If you want to take care of Krix, you are welcome to try.” 

	Krix obligingly spread his stubby wings and screamed.

	The sergeant watched as N’ran soothed the fluffy beast back into a calm doze.

	“Right. Well, he can’t touch the bodies.”

	“I don’t want to touch them either; I just want to pull the souls out and ask them some questions. Some folks may have moved on, but murder victims tend to linger.”

	The sergeant didn’t answer; she led them down into the depths of the building.

	Lee kept her senses open; she had checked every woman and the few men in the peacekeeper bullpen, but she hadn’t seen anything. All the souls were bright and unobscured.

	“We don’t actually believe in souls, Soul Master.”

	Lee smiled. “Some call it souls, others consciousness, others living energy, others the inner being. Whatever you call it, I can speak to it.”

	The sergeant opened the storage room doors and let Lee and N’ran follow her inside.

	The moment that they passed the heavy outer doors, Lee felt the aura that she had been searching for. “It can’t be that easy.”

	N’ran spoke quietly, “What?”

	“He’s in here. I can feel him.” Lee looked at the sergeant. “What happens to the bodies after they die?”

	“Most citizens wear a flash unit that cools the body immediately and records time of death. We investigate and then store the victim.”

	Lee looked at the walls marked with case numbers. “This one.”

	The sergeant scowled. “That one isn’t a victim. He is a suicide at the scene of a crime. Three women were sliced to pieces in his immediate vicinity, but all of his family members said that he wasn’t violent and his last mental scans confirmed it. Our guess is that he saw the death of his loved ones and killed himself.”

	There was a soul wrapped in darkness, and it was struggling. Lee looked around and frowned. “Is there any way you can lock me in here with the bodies? Alone, I mean. Not with N’ran.”

	“No. I can’t leave you here with him. What are you going to do?”

	She looked at N’ran. “I am trying to separate the shadow from his victim.”

	“His victim is already dead.”

	“Dead and trapped. The shadow seems to be trying to ride the soul that belongs to the body, out of the body.”

	“Can’t you just do it now?”

	Lee shivered. “I can try.”

	She reached into the body and pulled on the souls, separating them as she removed them from their prison.

	The victim was fighting her, screaming and trying to get away. It took all her effort to control him, which meant that the shadow didn’t have any difficulty in escaping her grip and going in pursuit of its next host.

	With a quick gesture, she released the soul and she turned to N’ran. He was smiling, and there was a grey shadow across his eyes. “This body is amazing. Thank you.”

	Lee reached for the shadow again and gripped it tightly. 

	“What do you think you are doing, little girl? You can’t fight the man who loves you.”

	Lee was thrown back as N’ran struck her. She curled to land on one side, keeping Krix safe.

	The sergeant stared from one of them to the other, but N’ran headed up the steps and was out of their sight in seconds.

	“What just happened?”

	“I just gave a mass murderer the best weapon he could have. I am only hoping that N’ran is still in there. This is not going to be easy.”

	 


Chapter Nine

	 

	 

	She reached into the pouch she was carrying on her hip, and she opened the sling for Krix. “Come on, sweetie. We have to stop something horrible from happening.”

	The trail the soul left was dark and thick. To Lee’s amazement, she realised that she still had a grip on him. She used that link to run after him through the city streets and out onto the rocky dunes outside the elegant and civilized structures.

	Krix was on her back in the sling, and Lee followed the footprints as well as the waves of thick darkness that she was gathering and holding tight.

	Night was fully upon the ground, and she slowed down as the shadows took over and the moons gave her just enough light to see the footprints disappear.

	The peacekeepers didn’t follow her, because no crimes had been committed aside from the domestic assault and that could be put down to cultural differences. It was the only reason that the captain could think off to hold off pursuit for a few hours. If he injured one citizen, they would come after him with everything they had.

	The first slash came out of the darkness and opened the front of her suit. “You know, I thought you would be better at this by now, Leadra. I came for you, but you just wouldn’t stop looking at him with those huge, sad eyes. He couldn’t do it, so I took him to the bridge. We could have continued to have fun, otherwise.”

	She winced and looked back into the shadows where the monstrous figure of N’ran had disappeared. She had heard him moving, but it was hard to see more than the flash of his teeth in the darkness.

	Her own blood was soaking into the suit, but Krix healed her quickly. She touched the stone that Resicor had given her and willed it to show her some light. 

	Nothing.

	Another strike left shreds on her suit, and Lee tumbled to the ground. She lay face down. N’ran slid his hand into her hair and pulled her upward, pressing against her neck with sharp talons. “You didn’t put up a fight. I am so disappointed.”

	N’ran was in the morphed form that his kind saved for battle. He was taller, stronger, wider and far more dangerous than his normal shape.

	“I don’t want to hurt him.”

	She gathered her energy and hoped he would keep talking.

	“How sad. He is screaming around in his own mind right now.”

	“He doesn’t realise that you feed on fury, on hate and on sorrow.” She cooled her emotions and hoped that her hint had gotten through.

	She didn’t have time to wait; she stuffed his energy and her own through the pendant, the tear of Resicor. 

	Light blasted him, and her energy became hands of flame that peeled at the shadows.

	N’ran must have calmed down, because the shadow peeled off his calm, and Lee stumbled back with the shadow in her grip.

	It screamed and fought her, so she increased the power she was pouring through it. When she had pulled him away from N’ran and had him up in the sky over the dunes, she opened her hands, and ripped the energy that made up his consciousness apart.

	The light of the pendant burned the shreds as they fell.

	Lee fell to her knees, and Krix chirped and chortled in commiseration. N’ran knelt next to her, and she put her arm around him, resting her head on his shoulder.

	“Anyone else, I would have stabbed, you know.”

	He pressed a kiss to her head. “I know. I was at your final weapons combat trial.”

	“Thank you for catching on.”

	“It was difficult. I wanted to kill him for what he was doing to you.”

	A glowing figure spoke from a rock nearby. “That is why they win. The chaos shadows link in and hold tight through the hate. They feed on it, and it holds them to their host.”

	Lee didn’t get up, and she held N’ran down. “I gathered as much, stranger.”

	“You have taken to your training well. Resicor had great hopes for you, and she has been proven to be correct. I have to admit, you surprised me, Leadra Brikar. Perhaps there is hope for some of your kind after all.” The glowing figure stood and dusted off her clothing.

	“What are you, stranger?”

	The figure cocked her head. “Oh, the natural enemy of the chaos shadows, but you may call me and my kind the Sisters.” 

	“What are the shadows?”

	“I can tell you that they are the evolution of a dead race. We separated in our evolutionary paths. They went one way, we went another.”

	“Are there many of you?”

	“Enough and too few. Now, you need to get back to your ship. You little friend there is about to give birth, but he has been too polite to tell you. You might want to get off the surface before he becomes an invading species.”

	Lee looked at the city in the distance. “This is going to take a while.”

	Lee blinked her eyes, and she was kneeling with N’ran next to their ship. Krix was quiet, but she could feel him squirming.

	She nodded to her partner. “You take off and I will make the nest. I will brief the peacekeepers once we are under way.”

	He bustled them into the ship, “You will need to call for clearance.”

	“Fine, get me a headset and let’s go.”

	Lee rifled through her bag for the wide, inflatable ring, the soft fabrics, the pillows and the towels. 

	She made the nest on her bed and supported it with the bag itself. N’ran brought her the headset and she ordered the immediate clearance for medical reasons. When they asked for proof, she took an image of her bloody suit and they were given leave in seconds.

	She eased Krix around her and rubbed his head. His fluff flew and lined the nest. He had his wide eyes scrunched closed, and when he was naked and shaking, she curled a warm wrap around him and they took off.

	When they left the atmosphere, Krix shivered over and over again. They were on their way back to Balen.

	N’ran came in and held her hand as they kept Krix company. He shivered and ducked his head. They brought him water and food when the shivers stopped, and he attacked the shredded meat with extreme aggression.

	“Do you think he is all right?”

	N’ran held her and stroked her shoulders. “I think he is as good as he can be. He has been under stress, but he should be fine.”

	They took turns keeping Krix company, stroking his head as his feathers grew in and giving him food and water whenever he stuck his head out. 

	Lee slept in N’ran’s quarters when she couldn’t keep her eyes open any longer, and when she woke, she brought food to both N’ran and Krix.

	N’ran was sitting at the desk chair, next to the bed, watching over Krix.

	Lee came in and put his meal on the desk. “Eat something and get some rest. We are headed toward Balen?”

	“We are. I thought it would be best for Krix.”

	“Good call.”

	Lee carefully sat next to the nest and Krix poked his head out. “Holy stars. You are going to be so pretty; you are gorgeous already.”

	The raptor’s head that came out was still growing full feathers. His face had gone from cute and fluffy to intelligent and wise in one night.

	“You look amazing, Krix.” She smiled and extended her hand.

	He sat up straight, shook off the wrap and hopped onto the edge of his nest. In the bottom of the nest were a dozen brightly coloured fluffballs, peeping and cheeping while tripping over each other in an effort to get out of their confinement.

	N’ran looked over her shoulder. “Look at them. They are so cute. How many are there?”

	Lee smiled. “Twelve.” She sat up. “Where is that manual?”

	She flipped through the pages and sighed as she read that Krix would feed them for a week or so.

	“More food for Krix. He is going to be sharing.”

	To demonstrate what she was talking about, Krix made a horrible noise and tilted his head down to his children. The little ones milled around and took turns eating lunch.

	“How long until we reach Balen?”

	“At least a day. Planets are constantly moving and it changes our path.” N’ran smiled.

	“Then, you get some rest and I will play with the babies.”

	She reached in and Krix growled. “Or not.”

	Krix extended the growing wing, and she was given an image of the babies a little larger.

	“Okay. I will wait. They are just so cute.”

	Krix ruffled his feathers and chortled. 

	“Yes, you are cute, too.”

	He hopped back down to the centre of the nest, and his little ones cuddled under his growing wings.

	Lee placed his food on the edge of the nest and she winked. “I will see you later; call if you need anything.”

	N’ran followed her to the hallway with his tray in his hands and the food nearly gone. “You will be all right if I get some rest?”

	“I will. Go ahead. If I get sleepy, I will just put my feet up in the navigator station.” 

	“Or you could come and sleep with me. You need to change your suit anyway.”

	She looked toward the sleeping Krix, and she didn’t want to disturb him. “I will have to skip the change of clothing right now.”

	“Well, if you want company, you know where I am.” He put his dishes away and headed for his room, leaving his door open.

	 

	Lee managed to read informational treatise on N’ran’s people for two hours, but the silence in the ship made her sleepy.

	She made a face, got to her feet and stripped off on her way to N’ran’s room. She settled into his bunk, and he wrapped his arm around her without opening his eyes. She rubbed her face against his neck and tried not to think about how low the spots went. 

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Krix craned his neck when he felt his bondmate cuddling with her mate. It was about time. If they did it properly by themselves, like the Yaluthu did, it wouldn’t be an issue, but two of his children belonged to their offspring, and if they didn’t get started, it would be a long wait. 

	Krix flexed his new purple feathers and preened. He was lovely and his babies were amazing. They had destinies, and today was the beginning of their impact on the universe. All twelve of them.

	 


 

	 

	Author’s Note

	 

	 

	Yay! Yaluthu are back! The damage done by the Resicoran society is not something that folks can just get over, so Krix had his job cut out for him.

	Another Yaluthu will have their work cut out for them in Psyched Out.
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