
        
            
                
            
        

    Powerful, alone and far from her family, Wia has found a path of her own but she is surprised to find it leading her to the arms of an Avatar.
 
 
Born to a star, Wiali faced fifteen hundred years of stasis followed by ten years of work in the Citadel. While frozen, the entire Archive of the Alliance ran through her mind, her education was controlled by her whims.
When her father went nova, she was finally and definitely alone until the moment Suek’s last Avatar came to tell her she was transferred from Citadel Aria to Citadel Lowel, the adjunct to Sector Guard Base Udell.
Braenar knew that Suek had chosen him for Wiali, but the mechanism by which they would meet again was a mystery until she walked into his life with a group of students trailing behind her. From that moment on, he kept tabs on her until the day he could tell her that she was stuck working with him in deadly and dangerous situations.
Planets, power and infinite peril…What girl doesn’t want that sort of thing in her life?
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Chapter One
 
 
Wiali smiled as she took her students through the dig site on Halash. “This is the last city of the Hirn Empire. They scattered from here, out to the stars.”
The professor running the dig came up and took charge of the group, directing them through the site and into the place they would work and learn. They had less than a year to absorb every detail of the cities and the dead civilization before the sun completed its cycle and went nova.
Wiali wandered through the halls of her home and touched the walls. She hadn’t been back on Halash since the day her father’s newest Avatar had tucked her into the stasis chamber and sent her off to the next star system.
Fifteen hundred years of Alliance information, data and current events had run through her skull until the day Suek’s Avatar, Sovalli, woke her with a smile and told her that she was entering the Citadel.
Wiali walked through what had been her family home, watching the archaeological crew documenting everything and taking the images of her mother and father, packing them away for the Alliance Archive.
“May I help you, miss?” One of the team members spoke before he looked at her face.
Wia looked at him with a bland expression, knowing that he was taking in the mask colouration on her face and comparing it to the portrait that he had just wrapped and stored in a crate. “I just came back to see my home before my father burns up and scorches everything in his path.”
A voice behind her made her smile. “I am not going so easily into the end, Wia. Don’t be so flippant, this is the end of a solar system.”
Wia turned with joy surging in her chest, and she faced a man she did not recognise. She knew the brilliant purple swirl in his eyes, but the body her father was using as his Avatar was unknown to her. “Father?”
He extended his arms and the purple became solid.
Wia ran to him and embraced him. “How many since Danyer is he?”
“He is the second. When Danyer’s body died, Sovalli stepped in to help ship you off for safety, and he remained with me until last year when Braenar offered himself for my last days.” Suek’s voice was the same.
If Wia closed her eyes and ignored the intriguing scent of the man she embraced, she could almost feel her father, Danyer-Suek. Her mother’s life had been bound to Danyer, so when she lost one parent, the other followed within a week. At the age of fourteen, it had been quite a blow. Suek’s replacement Avatar was a man named Sovalli, and he had gently explained what was about to happen before Sovalli-Suek tucked her in the stasis chamber and froze her for fifteen hundred years.
He was the same man who woke her ten years ago, and now he was gone as well leaving this strong, fit male who was decidedly interested in her embrace.
She pushed away. “I am sorry. That was inappropriate.”
He grinned, the purple still denoting that Suek was in charge. “It is never inappropriate to show affection, Wia. You know that. My body may change, but my soul will always be that of your father. Danyer was a wonderful Avatar, and Wiska was a good woman. You are a credit to both their species.”
Wiali sighed. “I can’t believe you are dying.”
“It comes to all of us, child.” The new Avatar wrapped an arm around her shoulders, and they walked in the dusty remains of the gardens that Wia remembered as full of wonderful blue-green plants and scarlet flowers.
“At least you had time to get the Alliance to archive the history of the system. I am glad that the Suek system won’t be forgotten.” She smiled but could feel her eyes darken with tears.
“And you are my legacy, Wia. Don’t ever forget that. When Danyer asked for a mate and Wiska ended up being the proper choice, I was sceptical, but the moment that my Avatar held you in his arms, I knew that you carried a part of me within you as well.”
“It is peculiar to be having this conversation with a face I do not recognise.”
“Braenar is a good man. He has Hirn in his biology as well, so you two would be a good match when I am gone.” There was amusement in his tone.
She was a little surprised at his comment. “You are fixing me up with your Avatar?”
“He volunteered to help me through the last days of my star system when Sovalli failed, and so, he will keep command of the power in his body after I have burned my last.”
They took a turn around the gardens as if the shrubs were still in place. Wia remembered her laughter and the exhilaration of running on her chubby legs through the gardens, hiding from her parents while Suek watched from above.
She had been ten before it occurred to her that the purple colouration of her father’s eyes was related to the sun in the sky. The mask in his skin had been a lovely frame for the bright purple swirl, and from that moment, she knew that when the man with the purple eyes spoke, her father was not the one behind the words.
“How did you find him?”
“Sovalli was dying, his body had lived dozens of generations past his life span, and he was tired.”
“Like Father.”
“Yes, like Danyer. Braenar was here on assignment, working to record my history and store it in the Archive. I asked him, and he agreed to be my Avatar when Sovalli breathed his last.”
“Is he happy?”
“He is busy. Happy will come later.”
“How old is he?” She bit her lip. It wasn’t like she wasn’t going to be older than all the men she was attracted to. She was one thousand five hundred twenty-four years old. It was unlikely that she would find a man her own age.
She shook her head for considering the thought of mating with her father’s choice. “It doesn’t matter now. I will return to Citadel Aria, and Braenar will engage in his own life once you have burned bright.”
“So cold, little one. I wonder what made you so cold?” There was a change in the tone, and she jerked away from the man who was no longer speaking for the star that had spawned her.
“Braenar, I presume?” She moved a few feet away and had a problem looking into his frank and open gaze. His eyes were crystal blue, and they seemed to see far too much.
“Wiali of Suek. I have looked forward to meeting you. Your father has told me much about you.” Braenar stepped forward and kissed her hand.
Warmth unrelated to the fluctuating sun ran through her. When he released her fingers, she folded her hands in front of her. “I was aware that there had been a transition, but not that Suek had called another Avatar.”
“I was assigned to information gathering and was interviewing Sovalli-Suek when Sovalli faded. Suek asked me to take over, and knowing that there would be an end to the position, I gratefully agreed.”
“Why?”
“This is a once-in-a-lifetime experience. Not everyone can be a star-born power.” The full curve of his lips was hard to look away from.
“I do not consider myself a power.”
“You are working with the Citadel, are you not?”
She frowned. She was an excellent ancient studies instructor considering that she had access to the entire Archive in her memories. “I suppose I am, but it was the method of my storage that created the desirable talent, not my bloodline.”
“May I question you about your family? Get additional details for the archives?” His hopeful expression made her remember where she was.
“Most of my family is dead, and the last member is dying. This is not the day to talk about it.”
She looked around at the garden and remembered it as it was, her parents standing arm in arm while she played with the flowers and stacked rocks in the centre.
Wia swallowed and tried to put on a smile. “I promise you that one day I will tell you what you want to know. Everything in my memory will be offered to you, but not today. Today, I am here as a representative of the Citadel and an instructor with her students. I will be here for eight days, and then, I will leave Halash for the last time. If you are still interested after that, you can come to me.”
Braenar inclined his head and offered to take her to her students, so the subject was successfully closed.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
One year later
 
Wiali dropped the dish she was drying and clutched at the edge of the sink. Tears started in her eyes and fell freely.
“Wia? What’s wrong?”
Tally was a great roommate, but she had a tendency to be in the wrong place at the right time.
“My father just died. The ball of gas and power that was Suek has gone nova. He will not speak again.” Wiali wiped her hands and walked to the couch, sobbing into her drying towel.
Tally placed a hand on her shoulder and pulled it back just as quickly. “Ouch.”
“Sorry. There are a lot of emotions involved here and most of them defy description.”
“An empath should always ask before touching. I know that.” Tally rubbed her hand.
“Thanks for trying, Tally. And thanks for being my roommate.” Wia wanted to keep the friend she had near her and verbally seemed safe.
“Thank you for offering. It is hard to find radiation-resistant rooms in this Citadel.”
Wia chuckled. They had made the suite just for her, and when others began to request them, they had been made aware of how prevalent radiation emitting and resistant species were.
“I think I am going to leave. Have a nice flight to clear my mind.” She bit her lip and left the room. It was a good thing her mask was made of naturally occurring skin pigments, because otherwise, it would have been smeared and distorted by her tears.
Several Citadel members paused as she passed them, but she kept forging forward until she reached the upper level. The roof was quiet and the night was still, no wind, no noise, only icy air and starlight.
Wia left the roof of the Citadel in a rush of power and flew into the stars, her grief building to a fever pitch until it burst in wave after wave of light energy. Flying without atmosphere took some getting used to, but she had been doing it since she was eleven.
Her silent scream rippled through the sky as she let her loss light the sky.
 
* * * *
 
“Each situation you enter will call for a rapid understanding of the culture. You are Readers, and you must use not only your talent, but also your eyes and knowledge of standard evolution.”
Wia stood at the front of the class and addressed the six students in front of her. One of the new Readers raised his hand. “Is it correct that you were at Halash?”
Wia nodded. “It is off topic, but yes, I was at Halash a year before it was destroyed.”
“Did you see evidence of the Hirn?” The young male was wide-eyed.
She nodded. “Yes. There was plenty of evidence of the Hirn, considering that it was their stronghold for several thousand years.”
“What did you see?” He was fixated. There was no doubt about it.
Wia sat up straight. “Ancient races still have surviving members and descendants today. The Hirn may be only an arm-length away. Why are you so interested in them?”
He blushed. “My mother said we probably had some Hirn in our background. There was no way to check as their genes are similar to many other species.”
Wia nodded and did something she rarely did. She let her Hirn out. A delicate rack of horns appeared out of her skull, and the tip of her nose darkened. “Hold still.”
She leaned forward and scented him, his neck, his armpit and a light smell near his groin. Wia sat back and let her horns recede. “You are not Hirn. You have some designer genes, so it may have been a species that was spliced to give the appearance of the Hirn.”
He reached out and touched her hand quickly.
She winced at the screech that he let out as his mind was overwhelmed with understanding of her mind and body. “And that is why Readers should not touch strange species without asking.
“You will learn soon enough that I am half Hirn and half Nyal in my origins with my father being a stellar Avatar at the time of my conception. I am much older than I look.”
She quirked her lips. “Now, follow me to the mock up and tell me what you see before you try to read anything.”
Wia walked the halls with her class, the curious one was still holding his hand as if it was wounded.
The mock up was designed to train the Readers to look before they began touching things. The first day, it was a simple room, but as education continued, it would be booby-trapped.
She opened the room and led them inside. “Take a look around and tell me what you see.”
Her heart thudded in her chest as she took a look around a replica of her childhood home. It was a room decorated for what Danyer called Wia’s Day. It wasn’t her birthday, it was a holiday designed one week after her birthday. It was a Hirn holiday that highlighted family and friends. The house was always alive with colour and lights on Wia’s Day.
Her students began to tell her what they saw while she tried to figure out who the hell had set this up. The date was correct—today was Wia’s Day.
“It is a celebration.”
“There are presents addressed to other folk, so it isn’t a birthday but rather a more community-based holiday.”
“Bipedal and humanoid. Average height is about two meters.”
“The ceilings are tall and there are grooves on the walls. This is the house of someone with claws or horns.”
She shook her head. “Excellent. You have guessed it. You can now begin touching items around the room.”
The six Readers spread around the room and picked up objects, their eyes closing as they read provenance.
The design of the room was still freaking her out when she took them all back to the class to find out what they had learned.
“What did you find out?”
The Readers got together. “Everything in the room was a copy except the mirror on the wall.” Lakianta of the Rgos spoke softly.
“What did the mirror show?”
Lakianta smiled, “Wia’s Day. The holiday was embedded in the reflective surface, but the surface was old. Over a thousand years old.”
“Well done, Lakianta. You get full marks for observation. What did you see?”
“I saw a family of Hirn and women of mixed races gathered around for dinner, everyone doting on the little girl that slowly grew up as the image progressed through time. You were very cute.”
Wia swallowed. “That is a high-accuracy rating, Lakianta. I will mention it to the headmaster, and yes, I was very cute.”
Lakianta tilted her head. “I did not realise that your facial markings were permanent.”
“Yes. They are marks of the Hirn that appear in every few generations.”
The eager boy from before, Ulidar, spoke. “So, you really are a Hirn?”
“No. Half a Hirn, or a third if you count Suek as the third donor of my DNA.”
A low voice rumbled from the door. “Suek does count. You are made of thirds, a perfect tripod of power, strength and intelligence.”
Braenar had changed dramatically since Wia saw him last. For one thing, he was wearing a Sector Guard uniform that highlighted every inch of thick muscle in a dark purple that did not look the least bit feminine.
“Braenar, last Avatar of Suek. Welcome to Citadel Aria.” She inclined her head.
“Instructor Wiali Suek, please come with me, I have an offer that I wish you to consider, and you will want to hear this in privacy.” Braenar smiled, a lock of dark hair slipping over one icy blue eye.
“Class dismissed.”
The students nodded. There had only been five minutes left in the class anyway.
The Readers slipped their grey gloves on and filed past her visitor.
When the doorway was clear, Braenar entered the room, pulling the door shut behind him.
She wasn’t sure what he was up to, but she knew he was determined to have her as an active participant.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
“What can I do for you, Braenar?” She gathered her data files and image generator.
“You are being reassigned by the Citadel to a new outpost they are creating in conjunction with the Sector Guard Base Udell.” He sat at the edge of her desk and crossed his arms over his impressive chest.
“Really? I thought I was an asset to Citadel Aria,” She quirked her lips as she loaded her bag.
“You are. The negotiations for your services have been intense, and they just culminated after six months. The moment I got the all clear, I grabbed a shuttle and headed here to collect you.”
Wia gave him a look. “Collect me? I am not part of a collection. I am one of a kind.”
Braenar grinned. “I would agree. This is why I pitched you as a likely addition to the new Citadel at Lowel.”
Wia leaned on the desk next to him. “Lowel hasn’t been completed yet, and it is not habitable to the majority of species.”
“There are quarters designed for you that have already been completed in the central hub.” He smiled and chuckled softly. “Add that to your physical resilience, and the Lowel Citadel is the perfect place for you to complete your dissertation.”
She gave him a sidelong look. “How do you know about that?”
“When Suek was with us, studying your status on a daily basis was required. It was a habit that I was not eager to break when he left.”
That confession surprised her. “Why?”
“You are a fascinating creature. One of a kind, as you stated. Did you really have the entire Archive running through your mind for fifteen hundred years?” Braenar’s tone was warm.
“I did. It was especially rough as my physical development was restricted by the stasis generator.”
The chime told her that it was time to exit the classroom. “We need to take this conversation out of here. There is a pyro class in here next, and they tend to be a little sloppy.”
Wia slipped her bag over her shoulder and walked to the exit with her companion following her. It was strange that the reason for her familiarity was gone, but she still felt that she knew him better than any man she had ever met before.
“The commissary is fairly open at this time of day. We can get something to drink and take a seat in the gardens.” Wia looked out the wall of windows and smiled.
“It sounds like a good idea.”
Tally waved at her and came over. “Wiali, who is this handsome creature next to you?”
Wia blinked and fought the urge to step between them. “Tally, this is Braenar, the ex-Avatar of Suek. Braenar, this is my roommate, Tally.”
Tally extended her hand, and Braenar took it politely. “A pleasure to meet you, Tally.”
“The pleasure is all mine, Braenar. Tell me, do they have to paint that suit on, or do they stitch it in place?” Tally went from curious to predatory in an instant, her eyes flared red and her nails extended.
“Before you get your fangs out, aren’t you late for class again?” Wia raised her eyebrow and snickered as Tally shifted back to normal and disappeared with a wave of farewell.
“Wow. She is very intense.” Braenar tucked her hand around his arm, giving the impression that they were a couple. “This is for my safety.”
She laughed out loud at the idea that he needed her assistance in keeping him safe. When she sobered, she realised that most of the women in the room had turned to watch Braenar with a strange intensity.
“Why are you attracting all this attention?”
“You are bad for a man’s ego.” He smiled as they walked to the beverage station.
“No, seriously. Every woman in here and some of the men are staring at you like you are consumable. What is up with that?”
“It is a side effect of my genetics. I am sexually available right now and therefore exuding a pheromone that attracts possible mates. When I was working with the star, he kept the reaction subdued.”
“Really? That was part of your arrangement with my father?” She took a cup of tea and some small biscuits, placing them on a tray that was suddenly carrying another cup before it was tugged out of her hands.
“Part of it, yes. You know that he chose me for you, right?”
She shrugged and led the way into the garden. The tables were set in surrounds of hedges, allowing a separation and illusion of privacy. She selected a private location and took a seat, settling her instructor robes around her.
“I am aware that it was his intention. He was fixated on my not being alone.” She picked up her tea and blew on it for a moment before she pulled heat from it with her fingertip and flicked it onto the stones next to her boots.
He grinned and did the same. “I was wondering how you were working your talents into everyday life.”
“Not a talent, a birthright.” She smiled and drank her perfectly cooled tea.
“Ah, yes, I keep forgetting you are a complete master of your power. So, why don’t you use that power for good rather than simply instructing Readers in how not to stumble into traps.”
She leaned back. “I am listening.”
“You have tremendous power and enough control to remove heat from a cup of tea without freezing everything around you. That is excellent for anyone who has never served as Avatar, and since most Avatars die with their stars and planets, someone with your skills is in high demand.”
“Where?”
“Right now, a planet is facing an attack from a violent neighbour who intends to expunge every living being on the surface. You could not only help those who are fleeing from the attacks but stop the ships in their tracks if you wished to.”
Guilt rose in her. “Is this situation really happening right now?”
Braenar nodded. “Does it change your opinion of being traded from one Citadel to another?”
She frowned. “Are you saying all this just to get me to agree?”
“The deal is done whether you agree or not. The only thing I am after is some enthusiasm.” Braenar ate one of her biscuits and smiled.
She sighed and grabbed for one herself, munching with resignation. “When do we leave?”
He arched a dark brow over his ice-blue eyes. “How fast can you pack?”
 



 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
“We could just fly there directly.” She drummed her fingers on the edge of her chair.
“Not at the speed we travel. We need to run through three jump sites before we get where we need to be.”
Wiali scowled. “I hate flying in shuttles. It’s so confining, and I have had enough confinement for an infinity of lifetimes.”
Braenar nodded and their pilot ignored her. He continued his flight with the band on his forehead, allowing him to interface with the ship.
Braenar took a different tactic. “Were you conscious in the stasis chamber?”
She twisted her lips. “Yes and no. The logic centre of my brain was active but my emotions and exterior awareness were asleep. The moment that I woke, I started crying and I didn’t stop for a week.”
“Your parents.”
“The grief was very fresh. I also mourned for the loss of Halash, because it had been made clear to me that Sovalli was not going to be there to keep the world alive. I am surprised that as much survived as did. Oh, that reminds me, did you plant that mirror in the testing room?”
Braenar shrugged. “It seemed a good way to get your attention. The mirror is a very powerful artifact. Happy Wia’s Day, by the way.”
She looked at him and snorted. “Thank you. Happy Wia’s Day to you too.”
“Do you know why it was Wia’s Day?”
Wiali looked at him. “It was named after me.”
“Close. It was actually named after the name that Suek picked for you. Danyer and Wiska waited a whole week before Suek figured out a name that he thought was suitable for you. When he named you, it was official, and the day was marked to celebrate Suek getting a child of his own.”
“Who told you this?”
“Suek said he had kept things from you to make your transition easier. Danyer was nearing the end of his life, and a wife and child were his dying wish.” Braenar smiled as they went through the second of the jumps.
“I knew that. My mother explained it all to me as Danyer failed and Sovalli waited to take over.”
Braenar took her hand. “Suek always regretted you losing both your parents at once. Wiska had bonded more completely than he could have imagined. He was never very good at the relationships of the walking world.”
She chuckled and rubbed her forehead. “That is an understatement, but he did love us all, in his way.”
He rubbed his thumb along her palm, and Wiali shivered. She couldn’t think of another thing to say. Instead, she enjoyed the warmth of the small touch as they entered and exited their third jump.
“We are using concealing tech. Don’t make any noises.” Braenar’s whisper in her ear sent another shiver through her.
They silently glided through an armada of ships, all aiming at the innocent-looking planet below.
The pilot’s hands and his halo glowed as he took them through the hovering ships and into the atmosphere of the planet below.
When they began entry of the atmosphere, Wia could tell it was safe to speak by the evasive pattern the pilot was laying down.
“Stealth tech my ass. He is the tech, well…the talent.” She figured it out and held on to the edge of her seat.
Braenar shrugged. “Stealth is his name. I didn’t want to distract you from focussing on me.”
“Be jealous later. What planet are we on?”
“Caffexi. They are fibre traders of the highest order. Nefgar are surrounding the planet. They have decided that they are entitled to colonize any weaker worlds.”
Wia shifted her robes and grinned. “What do you want to do, take the air or the ground?”
“I will watch the skies, you can help the locals hide from the incoming ships. Udell is sending backup, but we will be first on the scene, and their survival rests with us.”
“What is the atmosphere?”
“Thick, but you can manage it.” Braenar grinned. “When we are out there, call me Comet.”
“Fine, but it doesn’t make you more attractive.”
“No, but it keeps my parents safe.” He got out of his seat. “Thank you, Stealth. We will jump from here.”
They got out of their seats and walked to the back of the shuttle. A screen crackled between them and their pilot.
“What is that for?”
“He can’t breathe the atmosphere. He will park the ship and put on a protective suit.”
They walked to the back of the ship, and the hatch opened at their approach. With a cry of joy, Wia jumped from the shuttle and took flight in the alien atmosphere.
It wasn’t hard to find the locals. They were in the city square staring up at the sky. Wia landed neatly next to a large statue, and she bowed low. In Alliance Common, she spoke slowly and clearly. “Hello. I am here to help.”
The crowd of scaled beings broke into applause.
She waited for the sound to cease and asked. “Is there somewhere you can go to hide? We cannot be on the surface when the attack begins.”
They looked confused. An older female walked forward, her tail swishing. “I thought you were here to save us.”
“I cannot save you if you do not work to save yourselves. The position of this city indicates that you have been attacked before and your folk fled to the mountains. We need to evacuate and get you somewhere safe before the Nefgar arrive and start blowing holes in your city. Stone can be rebuilt, a body…not so much.”
The matriarch nodded. “Understood. We will begin making our way to the mountains.”
“Take only what you have on your backs. We need to move fast, folks. The space around your planet is swarming with attackers. They may start firing at any moment.”
The Caffexi nodded and started walking at a brisk pace. When the city was empty of its ten thousand inhabitants and the thick column of them were making their way into the mountains, Wia did a fly over and looked down the path they were taking for a likely hiding place.
The carved-stone archway was glaringly obvious. Wia landed and walked through the archway. The cave was far too small to hold ten thousand, so Wia started looking for an extension.
UV light was her method of search, and it showed a marked series of impressions on one particular stone on the wall. Wia leaned on the stone and a wall separated, giving her a blast of fresh air with the humidity of water in it.
She lifted off her feet and flew down the path to the water. A huge, arched cavern lined with lichen of varying hues greeted her. This is where the ancient Caffexi hid during attacks.
She flew back to the hidden door and noted that it had closed behind her. A little more UV generated and she was able to open it with pressure on another rock.
Wia walked out of the cave, and she met the first of the Caffexi on their incoming march. “You know how to get into the lower cave?”
The older woman flicked her tongue nervously. “What older cave? We merely take turns hiding here for safety. The others remain outside.”
“Matriarch, may I carry you?”
The woman blinked. “Um, yes?”
Wia lifted the woman in her arms and flew rapidly to the cave wall. She showed her where to press and the release on the inner cavern wall. “You can all fit easily. Do you eat lichen?”
“Whenever we can.”
“You will love the lower cavern then, fresh water for all of you and enough lichen to feed the city for several weeks.”
The matriarch blinked and bobbed her head. “Thank you, stranger. We are not an aggressive people, and it has been our downfall more than once. I will make sure that they all get below.”
A thunderous noise from outside the cave began, and Wia floated up off the floor again. “I will keep them from you until your people get down below.”
The matriarch bowed. “Thank you again. May you be safe and secure.”
Wia smiled at the passive blessing. “May you be safe and secure.”
She left the cave and looked for the source of the sound. The first of the marchers had arrived at the entryway and were making their way inside. There was still a kilometre of walkers behind the first, and she was going to take care of them.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
The first incoming ship was in battle with Comet. The second had slipped right past him. Wia grinned and flew upward with her hands gathering power from the nearest star.
She held both hands in front of her and blasted a column of energy through the ship. Their guns and lights stuttered and went dark, sending them to the surface of Caffexi in a spiralling crash.
Wia chuckled. She just loved the power of binary-star systems. With one target down, she waited for the next ship to get into her protective radius.
The two suns set, and she fought with starlight as the Nefgar kept coming. The ground was littered with shattered ships, and they continued to launch one after another.
The moment that the Sector Guard arrived, Wia breathed a sigh of relief. The radiation she was slinging had rendered her barely decent, and her tattered robes were hanging on by threads.
Ships, battle armour and the distinct taste of celestial energy filled the air. Wia settled back to the ground outside the cave and waited for the professionals to do their jobs.
Wia looked up and sharpened her gaze. It was not simply the Sector Guard, there were two Alliance warships sending the Nefgar running for it. They were determined buggers. She had to give them that.
A footstep behind her told her that she was not alone. “You did well, child.”
She turned, and the face of the matriarch was near her own. The eyes had shifted colour from gold to swirling green.
“Caffexi?”
“Indeed, pleased to be speaking directly to you. My children are not very bright, but they are talented. They had no idea that there was a hidden cavern behind that wall. They haven’t had to escape in this generation.” The planet smiled from within its Avatar. “You are the star born, are you not?”
She chuckled. “Not the only one. There is a member of the Sector Guard who is both child of two Avatars and an Avatar in her own right.”
“You are the only one born of a stellar Avatar and mortal woman, surviving after your parent has burned his last. Suek was great, a truly great mind.”
Wia nodded. “I would agree.”
“It is a shame his daughter is wearing rags.”
“Burns from the fight. They were intact when I arrived here.” She chuckled at the disdain in the old woman’s face.
“My people have given me an appreciation for a certain aesthetic.”
Wia stretched. “Well, this will have to do until I get back to a base with uniforms or until I find the ship that brought me here and I go through my luggage.”
“Come with me.” Caffexi took her hand with one scaled hand and led her down the path and into the city with the dregs of the attack swirling above them.
The clothing shop was dim, but it lit the moment that Caffexi waved a hand. The lizard woman began to hum and shop, pulling clothing off racks and out of drawers.
“Our clothing is resistant to radiation, so it should be far more suitable than your robes.”
Wia surrendered to the Avatar and allowed herself to be dressed in layers of blue, gold and dark lavender. Boots, stockings, briefs and a lace-up dress made her feel far prettier than she had since she was six and her father had brought her a Stiaki dancer’s skirt. She had twirled for days.
“It is pretty.”
“Do you want to take off your mask?” Caffexi cocked her head.
“It is my skin. It is a recessive Hirn gene that makes me appear to be wearing a mask.” Wia lifted her hair and pinned it up in a loose mass that highlighted the slender aspect of her neck. “Have you ever thought of bringing in some more aggressive species as guards for your people?”
Caffexi shrugged. “I suppose I should consider it. Their population cannot keep replacing what is lost to those who simply wander off rocks. They are not a bright people, but they are goodhearted.”
“That counts for a lot, but I have seen the records of many goodhearted species that are no longer with us. I would suggest you talk to the Alliance about getting some farmer species in and settling them on the other side of the planet.”
“I will take it under advisement. For now, I believe that that young man is trying to get your attention.” Caffexi pointed out the shop window.
“How much do I owe you for the clothing?” She reached into her bodice for her credit chip.
“Nothing. You got us all safe and you took me flying. It has been years since I have flown. Caludi is not up to the strains of being my Avatar anymore, but I cannot bear to give her up.”
Wia kissed the lizard woman on her leathery cheek. “You will know when it is time. Thank you for the clothing.”
Wia left the planetary Avatar and took flight. The clothing was a little drafty at the shoulder, but it fit very well no matter what position she was in.
She made it to Comet’s side. “So, what now?”
He looked her up and down, a strained expression came over his features. “Where did you get that?”
“My robes burned away in the fight, so Caffexi found me something to wear. Why? I thought it looked good.”
He swallowed heavily. “It does, very good.”
The shuttle appeared at their side, hatch open. Comet offered the first entry to her, and she took it, settling on her new boots as she walked toward the sealed area.
Comet was at her side, and she felt the warmth of his hand through her tightly wrapped bodice. Before she could change her mind, she turned and leaned up to press a kiss against his lips.
He was so surprised that he didn’t react in time, and she pulled away to walk to her seat the instant that the barrier dropped. She settled in her seat, crossed her legs and smiled at the pilot. “Hello, Stealth. I believe it will be the Lowel construction site for me, the Udell base for Comet.”
Stealth grinned. “As my lady commands.” He keyed in the coordinates, and seconds later, they were on their way through the Caffexi atmosphere, back to the safe and comfortable vacuum of space.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
Wiali looked around the quarters prepared for her, and her heart ached. “You took it all from storage?”
“It was never in storage. It went directly from Halash to Udell, and from there to here. These articles are yours, they are not meant for a museum.” Braenar had left the shuttle with her and was showing her around the home that was being built up around her.
The kitchen was filled with pots and pans she recognised. She had eaten her first foods on the plates and learned how to use the utensils in the drawer.
She examined the frozen food unit and found it stocked with some of her favourites, as well as ingredients for months of meals.
There was an office with a com unit, bedroom, bathroom, living room and kitchen. It was everything she needed to complete her research and finish her dissertation on the logic of trapdoors and hiding holes in modern society. Sure, it was a fluff piece, but she enjoyed doing the research.
It was the same bed she had slept in since she was a child. Her mother had made the bed curtains and Danyer had carved it with the celestial location of Suek. All three of her parents were represented in her bedroom, and if that was not a statement to encourage celibacy, she didn’t know what was.
“It feels like home already and that is a frightening thing.” She chuckled and went to the cooler. Packets of juice and two of wine were chilling in the unit.
“I am glad.” He sat at one of the stools at the kitchen counter and smiled.
“Would you like something to drink?”
He nodded, so she poured him a glass of wine.
She had her own glass, hand blown by Exitar in the capitol of Halash. The wine was sweet, familiar and tasted like a summer wind back home, full of earth, fruit and the sun. Wia sighed. “This is lovely.”
Braenar inclined his head. “It is from my family’s vineyard. I was born on Dekkaliash, and we made the best wine for nine systems. My parents still do, as do my brothers and sisters.”
Wia blinked. “I never thought that you had family. I mean, you mentioned it, but the idea is rather foreign to me. How much family?”
“Two parents, three brothers and four sisters. Four grandparents and about seventy cousins.”
Wiali sat with her mouth open. “That’s a lot.”
He chuckled and swirled the wine in his glass. “It really is. I still try to get back once a year now that I am no longer bound.”
“To Suek, you mean?”
“Suek, the Nyal empire, the Alliance. In the Sector Guard, we are outside all of them. We have to be or we cannot do our jobs.”
She sipped again and enjoyed the warmth spilling through her. “Why did you come here with me?”
“I wanted to make sure that you were comfortable. Care for you is embedded in my mind.”
She sighed. “Oh, right. Suek’s imprinting on you. I forgot.” She was relieved and disappointed at the same time.
He put his wine glass down and got to his feet, walking around the counter to pin her back against it.
As she watched, horns sprouted from his head and he leaned in to kiss her, whispering, “It goes far beyond the imprinting, Wiali.”
She leaned up, and her own short horns came out as they kissed. They were two genetic throwbacks recognising each other for what they were, perfect.
Wia reached behind his neck and pressed her body against his, finally recognising the scent that drove other females crazy. A male Hirn had his choice of females, and this one was choosing her.
A chirp at his neck broke their kiss. He sighed and his horns retracted. Braenar’s lips were swollen slightly, and he licked them before he pressed a minute button on his collar. “This is Comet.”
A man’s voice came through the com. “Comet, I would like you and your friend to join us here for a briefing.”
Braenar winced. “Your timing is unfortunate, Guardian.”
“Lives are at stake, Comet. My timing can be discussed another day. We will be waiting.”
The com went silent.
Wia ran her hands down her clothing and over her heated skin. “Saved by the deadly serious matter at hand.”
“Saved for later. This is not over, Wiali.” He leaned in and kissed her again, softly taking her lower lip between his for a moment before he released her. “Well, I now get to show you the zip shuttle.”
She frowned, “The what now?”
“It is better seen than explained.” He took her hand and walked her down the empty corridor. “You have guest quarters here for anyone who chooses to visit you, your friend Tally for example.”
“Tally is happy at Aria. I am fairly sure that she will remain there.”
“You have made other friends in the last decade, I am sure.” He pressed his palm to a plate and sensors in the floor executed a full body scan.
“Why the heavy security?”
“The zip shuttle is a very new tech. One of the recent rescues from the Raiders has the ability to synthesize a connection between two planetary bodies.”
“Like the Admaryn underhill system.”
“Yes, only through space. You get in here, and within fifteen seconds, you are there, the same for the return trip. There is a subspace tunnel, and it runs between Udell and Lowel.”
The door opened, revealing a small room with a four-seat pod.
“I believe the term shuttle is over stating it.”
“The pod aspect is only there to keep us in a breathable atmosphere until help can be sent in case the zip fails.”
Wia snorted. “Like that would injure us.”
Braenar helped her into one of the seats. “As Citadel Lowel grows, we will not be the only ones using this method of transit to and from the base.”
“So, we are the test subjects?”
He grinned and settled himself in the seat next to her. “Something like that. You only need to hit the button, and we will be landing on Udell.”
She shrugged and slapped the button. “Here we go.”
The pod sealed, a low hum started and five seconds later, they were whizzing through subspace.
In twenty heartbeats, they were in another chamber in a different place. The pod unsealed and Braenar exhaled.
Wia laughed. “You were holding your breath?”
He shrugged. “I wasn’t born as a stellar Avatar. I lived most of my early life expecting to have a family and grow old. Holding my breath is the old me telling me that it is still inside.”
“I envy you. I grew up with it, and I sometimes wish that things had been simpler, that my reflexes had been the same as the other children on Halash. I wanted desperately to be the same, but when it came down to it, my parents were extraordinary, so how could I be anything but what I am?”
She blinked at the rush of words and the truth of them. It was a series of things that she had thought but never expressed before. The truth was freeing.
He helped her out of the pod and escorted her to a situation room in the heart of Udell base.
Faces turned to her, and a man with silver skin and head ridges smiled. “Good, you made it. Instructor Wiali, thank you for coming.”
She smiled politely and took the seat that Braenar held out for her. “I did not know I had a choice.”
 
 



 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
Guardian, the silver male, cleared his throat. “Ah, that. I am sorry, I should have requested your help directly but you were not answering your com.”
“We were in the kitchen. There is no com link in there.” She shrugged.
Guardian fidgeted, and the pale woman next to him cleared her throat. “Oh, right. Sorry. Well, we have had a request from Teklan base. They need an archaeological specialist, and since you are on our adjunct roster, I have decided to call on you.”
She was curious. “Why couldn’t Finder help?”
Guardian touched a data pad, and a rotating image hovered over the table. “The Jeskulan were some of the greatest puzzle builders of all time, but they didn’t want to have their secrets simply found. They have a psi block on their great temple.”
“Why the rush? Why not send in a team?” Wia was looking at the temple and smiling at the intricacies of the carvings.
“There is a world-building event occurring in nine days. We have no opportunity to get a full team in there or delay the event unless we can prove value of the find. We need you to do that.” The woman next to Guardian spoke.
Wia inclined her head. “It will not be easy, and I will need a work suit. This clothing is fine for flying, but it won’t take a day at a dig.”
One of the other ladies spoke, her uniform was stylish, and she had a cheerful gleam in her eye. “I can help you with that. When the meeting is done, come with me and I will get you sorted.”
Guardian winced. “Where are my manners? Instructor Wiali, this is my wife Pax, Avatar Nich of Udell and his wife Stellar Storm, Rupture and his wife Phase. As you become more familiar with us, we will give you our birth names.”
She chuckled. “Take your time, Martuas. I am sure that you, Fenn, Kahlia, Nich-Udell, Andra and your lovely wife Tricia will come to know me in time.”
Wia stood and looked at Kahlia. “Can we sort out the clothing, and then, I will return to the meeting? Feel free to talk about me while I am gone. I really don’t mind.”
Snickering, Kahlia got to her feet, and with a flourish, directed Wiali down the hall. “How did you know all our names?”
“I was hooked into the Alliance Archive for years. I still have access, and frankly, the use of retired Avatars in the Sector Guard fascinated me enough to keep my attention on what they were doing and who was doing it.”
Kahlia brought her to a workshop where dozens of blank suits were hanging on the walls. “Hmm. I think…this one.”
Black, silver and purple swirled and twisted across the suit and it was definitely built for a female.
“I can just change here?”
Kahlia folded back a panel. “There is a dressing room right here.”
Wiali took the suit and proceeded to change from her dress to the skin-tight bodysuit. The fit was very close, and as she twisted, she asked, “Kahlia, will this suit withstand radiation?”
“Yes. It is programmed Masuo. This is the default pattern. As you gain control over it, you will be able to shift it into anything you wish. It will bond to you the first time you send power through it, and its sleeping mode will either be your preferred night-time wear or it will slink down into a band on your ankle.”
“Nice. The Masuo on Halash were only good for footwear.”
“The Udell Masuo are a very hardy plant. Most of the Guards are wearing them.”
Wiali exited the changing area, her hair still up. “How does it look?”
Kahlia grinned. “Pulse some power through it.”
Mindful of her audience, Wiali shifted a slight UV glow through the suit, and it immediately snugged to her in all the places that had not quite fit before. “That feels better.”
Kahlia smiled, “Your eyes changed colour for a moment. Is that normal?”
“Yes. My father’s power burns purple. When I use it, my eyes change.” She twisted her lips and looked down at her body. “It looks good. Well done, Kahlia…or do you prefer Phase?”
“Kahlia is fine, as long as we are not on the job.”
“Oh. That is right. You have family back home and a designing empire under your name.” Wia thought about boots and the plain feet of her suit shifted into purple swirls with knee-high boots.
“Well, I am sorted. Shall we return to the meeting?” She touched the high collar and noted the small nodules on it. Based on what happened during the kiss, at least one of the small, decorative studs was a com unit.
“Do you think they are still waiting for us?” Kahlia fussed and smoothed the fabric on her back.
“Yes, I believe that they are. I need more information on what I am looking for, what would constitute a large enough find to delay the reforming of the planet.”
As they walked, Wia worked on forming the boots into something comfortable. She settled for a wedge-heeled boot that came up just past her knees.
“Where did you get those other clothes?”
“The planet of Caffexi. They were a gift to replace the burned robes that were damaged in the attacks.”
“How is your mask affixed?”
“Pigment in my skin. My father had the same markings.” She shrugged and kept walking.
The group was exactly as they had left them, but now, there were snacks on the table.
Braenar got to his feet and held her chair out for her, prompting Fenn do to the same for Kahlia.
“So, where are the files on the Jeskulan? I want to learn what I can before I try to figure out what their ancients would have done.”
Guardian flicked his fingers and the basic files flowed in front of her face.
“Not a lot on them are there.” She frowned.
“They were a dead race before the Alliance found them. What we have has been pieced together from a number of light forays onto their worlds.”
She hummed, and they spoke quietly with each other while she read the files. “Got it. I will need a copy of these files to take with me, but I have an idea of the moral and religious base of the Jeskulan.”
Guardian frowned. “That easy?”
She chuckled. “This is not a talent, it is years of study. Most species evolve their societies along predictable guidelines. Once you look at where they ended, you can usually locate the point at which they began, or at least the point at which they built the most structures.”
“How soon can you leave?”
She shrugged. “Get me some rations and shove me out the door. I am ready to travel.”
Guardian smiled. “Excellent. Phase and Rupture will travel with you. Not all of the bio-forming team are enthused by the investigation. There is money at stake, and whenever credits are involved, folks lose their objectivity.”
Wia nodded. “Greed is a harsh motivator.”
Braenar got to his feet. “The shuttle is waiting.” He turned to Rupture, “Shall we meet you there?”
Rupture nodded. “We will gather the supplies and the recording kits.”
Braenar offered Wia his arm, and he escorted her down the corridor and to the shuttle where they would travel to the surface of a dead world. The history of Jeskulan may be lost, but a piece of it may still be revived if they could beat the bio-forming team to the site.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
 
The flight was short. One jump and five hours of full power saw Rupture approaching Jeskulan.
Phase scowled as she noted ships in orbit. “Uh-oh.”
The hail came through the com a second later. “Sector Guard vessel, turn around. This world is ready for bio-forming, and you are not authorized to step on its surface.”
Wiali got to her feet and whispered in Phase’s ear. Phase spoke quietly to Rupture, and he nodded.
Wiali took Braenar by the hand to the back of the ship, and when she tapped on the exit button, the rear hatch opened, sucking them into the blackness.
Wiali turned and kept herself limp as they fell away from the shuttle. When they were clear of the ships blocking access to the planet, she and Comet glided into the atmosphere.
The location was etched in her thoughts, so she directed them to the city that held the most promise. Three abandoned cities were passed until she saw the city that matched the images. Her com beeped. “Instructor, are you down?”
Wiali snickered. “We are abiding by the orders of the corporation. We have not touched down or stepped on anything. We have neared the city though.”
“Good. They are on their way, so you have a finite amount of time before they try to extricate you.”
Wiali looked over to Comet and winked. “We will try to solve the mystery of a dead civilization as quickly as we can.”
“Excellent. We are on our way down, and we hope to make it to you before the corporation’s little bastards catch up with you.”
Wiali poured on the speed, and when Comet was even with her, she pointed to an empty space next to the largest building in the city.
“So, we are just going to hover here?” Comet raised his eyebrows.
She sighed. “No. But there is something here that the normal eye cannot see. I am going to run through the spectrum. Keep your eyes on that empty space.”
Wiali pulled light from the surrounding stars and picked out the wavelengths that she wanted. One after another showed nothing, but finally Comet said, “There. That one.”
Wiali intensified the light waves, and they floated toward the structure that was taking shape in front of them.
Once they were over the stairs, they lowered themselves to the steps and walked into the disappearing structure.
“Do you think they will be able to see us?” Comet reached out and took her hand.
Wiali shook her head. “There were references to Jesku, the invisible, creator of all, power of the world. I am guessing that this is a planetary consciousness holding.”
Comet looked around, whistling softly. “I have heard of them but never seen one.”
“Neither have I. They were myth and legend, but most legends have more than a whisper of truth in them.” She smiled shyly at the warmth that rippled through her at the small contact.
“You certainly lived up to your legend.”
She winced. “I did?”
“You are as intelligent and wise as Sovalli said.”
“How much time did you spend with Sovalli before the end?” She walked with him through the entry corridor, and the space opened up into a huge chamber.
“A year. He was concerned for my wellbeing when Suek went nova, but he had nothing but respect for the star and its child.”
“He was a good man. Quiet, but good.”
“Yes, he was.”
She fought tears and swallowed. “This is the altar, and I am guessing that it was the conduit to Jesku.”
Comet pressed his hands to the altar, and he pulsed some power into it. “It is dead.”
She sighed and stroked the stone. “That would be very sad if it was accurate.”
“What?”
“They were puzzle makers, Comet. This altar is not the true one. Look at this.”
Intricate marks and carvings depicted a glowing world, a happy, living world. “The world was happy and alive, it was bright and shining. Something fell from above, and the world lost all of its people. Grieving for the loss, it went dead.”
Comet looked at the glyphs, and he nodded. “I understand. This is the history of a dead world.”
She wrinkled her nose. “Well, there is one problem with that. If everyone was dead, who carved this stone?”
His blue eyes widened, and she desperately wanted to kiss the surprise from his face.
Biting her lip, she frowned. “The images of the planet are buttons. What order do you think we should choose?”
Comet frowned. “If I was going to be bringing something back to life, I would start with death and work backward.”
He reached out and pressed the worlds in succession, each sunken stone began to glow.
When he finished with the first image, the stone groaned and slid backward. “Nice.”
Wiali looked into the altar and the stairway it contained. “Shall we?”
He chuckled. “Please. This is turning into a surprisingly fun day.”
She laughed and led the way down into the altar. Light warmed her skin as they went deeper and deeper into Jeskulan.
When she put her foot on the final step, the light glowed all around them, focussing on the figure in the sealed tank in the centre of the room that looked as if it ran under the entire city.
Wiali walked up to it. “This is an apparatus I am familiar with.”
“I can imagine it would be.”
As Wiali touched the status screen, a hologram sprang to life.
The language was low and liquid, so Wia looked and found the translation keys.
“Welcome to Jeskulan. If you have made it this far, you are already dead. The surface of the planet is infected with a deadly pathogen that attacks water in any living thing. No amount of medical treatment can stall this infection. I am Reha-Jesku, Avatar of Jesku. I am the last of my species, and it was my last act to seal the world and hide inside the tank. If my body has survived, please give me a proper burial.”
“Should we remove the Avatar from the tank?” Braenar looked at the orange creature floating in liquid.
“No. We have the holding object that we need.”
He frowned. “What?”
“We have the last living example of this planet’s population. Technically, this body is not only the last Avatar, but also the last Jeskulan. They can’t do a bio-form on this world without its consent.” Wiali turned and hovered above the ground.
Comet asked, “What are you doing?”
“I am heading back to the surface, and I hope that we get to Rupture and Phase before they leave the shuttle. If there is an active pathogen, I don’t want them infected. The stone here stops us from warning them.”
He passed her on the way out, and he beelined for the exit. He was out and in the air before she had reached the threshold, and she came out of the invisibility field in the middle of his conversation.
“Keep it sealed. If there is an actual pathogen here, we want to verify it.”
The Sector Guard shuttle was settling down, and as Braenar spoke, they lifted off again.
Wia pressed the com unit on her neck. “Did the corporation actually send employees down here or did they just launch the units from orbit?”
Phase’s voice came through. “They dropped it from orbit, thankfully. We will set up a biohazard lock on the planet until a full Alliance team can come in.”
“When will that be? We have a single survivor here, so there is no chance that bio-forming can be enacted anyway.” Wiali hovered fifteen feet above the ground and watched the incoming ship. “Do they know there is a possibility of contamination?”
Phase confirmed it. “They do, but they didn’t believe us. They ordered their ship to land and defend the city.”
Comet was already moving. As the ship came down, he came up, lifting and shoving the shuttle back into the sky. If there were a chance that a normal person could be infected by exposure to air, they wouldn’t chance it.
“Phase, can you get me some biological samples? Anything that we could use to test the statement of the Avatar?”
There was a pause. “The flagship has medical samples from a dozen worlds on board. The captain agrees to give them to you if you come and get them.”
Wiali shrugged. “Comet, will you remain here and keep any other shuttles from landing?”
“Of course, Instructor.”
Wiali lifted off and followed the beacon to the flagship. A hatch opened on the side, and she slipped into it, waiting in the airlock.
A hiss and cascade of vapour made her grin. If they were trying to drug her, they were sadly misinformed.
A set of guards greeted her. “Please, miss, come this way.” The taller of the two Tival inclined his head.
She followed them, and two more guards followed her.
The captain was sitting in a boardroom with two other men. “Ah, the representative from the Sector Guard. Finally.”
Wiali raised her eyebrows. “I beg to differ. I am representing the Citadel, not the Sector Guard.”
That made the two men with the captain nervous. “The Citadel?”
She inclined her head. “Yes. Instructor Wiali, at your service. Now, I need those biological samples.”
The captain frowned. “In a moment. First, we need you to go on record as declaring the planet empty and void of life.”
She smiled. “No. There is one life, it is a sentient planet, and with little effort, the Avatar can be up and running.”
The two businessmen with the captain frowned. “It is a dead world.”
Chuckling and knowing something they didn’t know, she leaned her butt on the edge of the boardroom table. “Is it?”
 



 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
 
The captain looked from one businessman to the next before he asked, “What do you mean, it isn’t a dead world?”
“The planet has an infection. Now, whether that infection has run its course is yet to be seen. The Avatar is in a stasis tube and safe for the moment, but only the Avatar is legally entitled to authorize any changes to the surface.” She leaned toward them. “I will swear to this, and I will fight you if I have to.”
The businessmen squirmed. “If you find that the infection has passed, what will you do? Our company has put a lot of effort into bringing this planet onto the open market for colonization.”
She shrugged. “Fine, but if the infection is still there, not only will your bio-forming be reversed, but you will be responsible for the death of every single colonist on that surface. Not to mention that the moment that the Avatar wakes, it can kick you off at its slightest whim.”
They looked from person to person, and the captain swiftly ordered the samples to be brought from medical.
Wiali asked a question she was dying to know the answer to. “By the way, how old were the contamination satellites that you collected when you started your work here?”
The businessman on the left opened his mouth in shock. “What…how did you know that?”
“The Jeskulan had enough tech exposure to buy the top of the line stasis module for their Avatar, they would definitely have enough tech to warn others away with satellites. I was just wondering where the satellites went.”
The captain’s face was showing alarm.
A knock on the door preceded the medical samples, and after a cursory examination, Wiali closed the case and walked out the door.
Her guards quickly formed around her and escorted her back to the airlock.
With the samples in her hand and her suspicions confirmed, she returned to the surface to run a little experiment.
Comet was watching for any incoming ships, so she landed near him to expose the samples to the air of Jeskulan.
“Test of the contamination commencing.” She opened the sealed box and cracked the seals on each sample, letting the air of the planet in to frolic on the biological material.
Two samples turned to dust immediately. “Oh dear.”
Comet landed next to her. “Still infected?”
“It is. Looks virulent too. I think I will have a talk with Reha-Jesku.”
“The Avatar? Isn’t it in stasis?”
Wiali smiled. “When your body was asleep, did Suek ever drive you around?”
Understanding dawned on his face. “I see. Let’s return to the Avatar and have a chat.”
Wiali took the hand he offered, and together, they returned to the hidden building.
 
Standing in front of the stasis tube, Wiali wondered if she had looked like this while she had been floating. Her body hadn’t matured while she was in the tube, but her mind had whirled on into other worlds to investigate anything her curiosity took hold of.
While under, Suek had still kept in contact with her, a comforting presence as time took her further and further from her parents. If Suek could keep in touch with her across hundreds of star systems, Jesku would easily have been able to keep entwined with its Avatar.
It was whimsy that made her reach out to knock on the plexi. “Wake up.”
The orange body flexed and the deep red hair flowed back in a curtain as two black eyes stared at Wiali. Why are you here? The air is deadly.
Not if you don’t let it touch you. My mate and I have been exposed to stellar sentience, and it has wrapped our cells in protective radiation.
Oh, good. Why are you here then?
A corporation has been preparing to bio-form your surface. We need proof of your consciousness as quickly as we can get it.
Is that what those things are? They are rather uncomfortable and a little too close to magma pockets.
Wiali grinned as a surge of energy came from the woman in the tube.
That should prove that something here is unstable. The woman’s features expanded in a smile.
I hope that it is enough. We will try to get you some help. Can you tell me how the pathogen spread?
A meteor. It crashed and the shockwave spread across my surface, killing everything it touched. Only Rena was left standing and probably for the same reason that you are not dead. She is wrapped with the same energy that you are.
Probably. Well, she can come out of stasis if you wish. If your power keeps her immune, she will be fine.
I don’t think I want to risk her. She is very precious to me and was only with me for a week before the disaster struck. Do you know how long we have been here? She is asking.
Based on the make and model of your stasis chamber, you have been here for less than three hundred years.
Your mate is trying to hear what you are saying. You may want to talk to him.
“Comet, Jesku does not want to risk Rena until a cure for the pathogen has been found. It came in on a meteor and swept across the planet on the shockwave. The only survivor is here in front of us.”
“How long have they been in there?”
“Three hundred years or less.”
“How do you know that?”
“The stasis unit. They have the Alliance year printed on the casing, and this one was manufactured three hundred years ago. Stasis units happen to be a fascination of mine.”
He chuckled. “I guess they would be. So, what is our plan of attack?”
“We lock the planet, send in a diagnostic team that uses robotic systems and deal with it from there. Is that possible?”
Braenar nodded. “There will be no shortage of applicants to help. Is Jesku willing to entertain the idea of colonists?”
“You know, you could ask her just as well as I can.”
“I know, but you already have a rapport.”
She snorted and returned to Jesku. Will you allow colonists when your surface is safe?
Of course. Though Rena can self-reproduce, I will never have an indigenous population again, well, not one with any genetic variety.
Fair enough. I will make that a condition of the search for a cure. Whoever does the best, fastest work will have the first crack at the surface.
Rena-Jesku smiled again. You are turning me into a contest?
Whatever it takes to motivate folks. I have found that things that are in a contest are considered more worth winning.
A few minutes more of conversation and Comet touched her arm. “We need to get back to the shuttle.”
She made her goodbyes to Jesku and yelped when Comet grabbed her, hauling her to the surface, using his foot to seal the entrance behind them.
“What is it, Braenar?”
He winced. “I am having a slight problem. Do you remember when I said that I was in rut?”
She blinked. “I remember you said you were receptive.”
“Well, if I don’t get some soon, I will be forced to find a temporary partner, and I do not believe that our growing relationship will withstand that.”
Wiali didn’t reply, but she wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed a kiss to his lips as he took them back to the Sector Guard shuttle in orbit above them.
 
 



 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
 
His caresses had her retracting her body suit five minutes after they left the pod from Udell back to Lowel.
She kept her lips pressed to his as cool air embraced her shoulders and kept going. She returned the favour, and soon, their bodies were tumbling to the bed, and he was easing his urges by giving into his instincts.
It was a long night, followed by a sore day and another tumultuous evening when he finally curled against her and stroked her hair. “I promise to return the favour when you are in season.”
She chuckled. “It’s all right. In the reproductive arena, I am more Nyal than Hirn. You will know when it happens.”
His horns had come and gone a dozen times during the last two days. He pressed a kiss to her shoulder. “I will welcome the opportunity to be of service.”
Wiali sighed. “Can we get some sleep now?”
“What, you don’t want to have your wicked way with me again?” He chuckled.
“My wicked wore out eight hours ago. I am mildly naughty at the most right now.”
He laughed and pulled her closer.
Sleeping in his arms was wonderful but waking with a strange woman staring at her was a little disconcerting.
“Wiali? My name is Kashka. I have been sent to fetch you to Udell base.”
Wiali sat up, waking Braenar as she spoke, “Okay, but how did you get in here?”
“Oh, I am not here. I am a distance projector. I am just very powerful. I will be assigned to Lowel when the Citadel is complete.”
“So, you aren’t actually here?”
“Nope. But you weren’t answering the com, so this was the solution that Guardian came up with. I promise to leave before your mate stands up all the way. See you at the base.” The woman saluted and disappeared.
Braenar made a small sound. “I heard that they were recruiting a projector but didn’t realise that she was already there.”
Wiali got to her feet and groaned. “I think our presence is required at Udell. First, a shower, then I kill Guardian.”
Braenar chuckled and wrapped his arms around her, lifting her off her feet as he carried both of them to the shower.
 
Kashka smiled and greeted them at the pod. “You look refreshed.”
Wiali inclined her head. “Long, hot shower and a backrub are definitely the right way to start the day. Braenar, this is Kashka.”
The woman bobbed a curtsy. “Guardian is waiting in the situation room.”
“Oh, good. I want to talk to him.”
Braenar wrapped her in his arms. “We are still on duty, so you might want to curb your irritation.”
She wrinkled her nose but let him walk with his arm around her all the way to the situation room.
They sat down with Guardian, Pax and Kashka.
Guardian began, “I am sorry to interrupt mating season. I realise how awkward it is to cease what nature begins.”
Pax reached out to touch his hand, and he pressed a kiss to the back of her wrist.
Suddenly, Wiali was sure that he wasn’t deliberately being a jackass where privacy was concerned. She sighed as the irritation bled out of her.
Braenar kept his hand on hers. “We took the edge off. What do you need?”
“Nineteen men landed on Jeskulan and died within ten minutes. Unfortunately, they had a bomb that they were planning on lodging in the main temple at the city. That bomb is armed, unstable and capable of blasting a hole two kilometres wide.”
Wiali groaned. “Damn.”
Braenar nodded. “When do we leave?”
“You will be heading out on the Alliance warship Nedron. Kashka will accompany you, and she will be put in stasis and launched to the surface with you. Kashka will be the link between Udell and Jeskulan. If you can get her near the Avatar of Jesku, she will be able to talk with them.”
Wiali looked at Kashka with a frown. “Have you gone into stasis before?”
The woman shook her head. “Lives are at stake, and if I can be of any assistance, I will do what I can.”
They got to their feet and left in an Alliance shuttle. The warship Nedron was huge, and as their small vehicle settled inside it, Wiali had to admire the seriousness of the Alliance response.
In the medical bay of the Nedron, Kashka stepped into the stasis tube and held her breath as the liquid rose to cover her face.
Wiali pressed her hand to the plexi, willing the woman to breathe. As she started breathing in the liquid, the leads that extended from her skin began to glow, and slowly, the breathing reduced until Kashka’s chest ceased to move. Her eyes closed and her body relaxed in the supporting fluid.
“She is stable. I will gel lock her, but you have to release her within four hours or she will begin to suffer damage.” The bird-like physician was solemn and his taloned hands were sure on the controls.
“Very well. Get her to the drop bay, and we will be on our way.”
The doctor nodded and had his medical assistants move the stasis chamber down the halls and to the large bay with the electronic shield-sealed entrance.
Braenar and Wiali stood and waited for the alarms to go off. When the shield dropped, they gripped the stasis chamber and lifted it, moving toward the surface of Jeskulan.
The ship with the rapidly decaying remains of the corporation’s men was settled at the edge of the steps to what appeared to be city hall.
With gravity tugging at the stasis unit, they set it carefully down within the hidden building.
“How are we going to handle the bomb?” Wia put her hands on her hips and scowled at the shuttle.
“I am going to take the shuttle, bomb and all, and launch it into the sky, where you will blow the works with a power blast.” Comet smiled. “That is the theory, anyway.”
She frowned. “For you to get to a safe distance, we will need low orbit.”
He nodded, tilting his head. “I am just looking for a good place to get a grip.”
Wia walked around the ship and took a look at the explosive device through the hatch. “I think I can grab it.”
“You think?”
“Pretty sure.” She puckered her lips. “Yup. Pretty sure.”
Before Comet could stop her, she extended her arms and used the same radiation that made her fly to surround the bomb.
Backing up, she floated the bomb out of the shuttle, and then, she lifted off at a slow and careful pace, keeping the explosive even.
A harsh chirping got her attention, so she flung the explosive away from the city as hard as she could, and when it hit the apex of its arch, she struck it with a column of power that burned the explosive and casing in one hard rush.
The shockwave from the explosion knocked her backward, and she went tumbling end over end until she smacked into Comet.
“That was stupid. Effective, but stupid.”
He held her tight and gave her a kiss that scorched the soles of her boots. She returned the kiss and sighed. “That was nice. Now, we have to get Kashka down to the Avatar’s chamber before the gel starts to get crusty.”
He groaned. “More heavy lifting.”
“I love a man with muscles, and I didn’t mate with you for your mind. It was the whole package I was after, and your package.” She waggled her eyebrows at him.
He snorted and kissed her again as they resumed their flight to the hidden stronghold. Kashka was going to be the companion to an Avatar and both of them would be in stasis. It was a weird situation but not the oddest thing that Wiali had heard since she was woken to a new Alliance and a new place in it.
This new phase of her life was by far the most exciting, and she wasn’t even counting working for the Sector Guard.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
 
The Nedron was on two months of duty guarding Jeskulan while the scientists worked on finding a way to obtain a secure sample of the pathogen.
Udell base sent a shuttle to collect them. Wiali was worried about Kashka, but the physician promised to monitor the signal from her stasis unit and alert Udell base if there was any problem.
She still fidgeted the whole way back to the base.
Guardian stopped them for debriefing, and when Comet told him that Wiali had taken charge of the bomb, a smirk crossed Guardian’s lips.
“Why am I not surprised?” Guardian was definitely amused.
Wiali sat back in her chair and raised her eyebrows. “I don’t know. Why aren’t you surprised?”
“We just got all of your Citadel records. You seem to have a take-charge tendency that will serve you well when Lowel gets up and running.”
Braenar had his fingers woven with hers. “What about my request?”
“It has been authorized. You will have fourteen days off, barring a situation that only Comet and Starborn can handle.”
Wia chuckled. “You have given me a call sign?”
“Yes. Wiali sounds like too many other words, and it will be glaringly obvious that Comet is Braenar if you are known to be Wiali.”
She waved his explanations aside. “You just want me to be a Citadel employee working as a Guardsman, just like the others.”
Guardian shrugged. “It gets both situations more funding, and funding is always a good thing if it comes free and clear.”
Wiali blinked. She hadn’t considered anything from the funding point of view. Money had never been a concern for her.
As she pondered the effects of money on the living psyche, Braenar continued the debriefing.
When Braenar asked her a question, she blinked and looked at him. “What?”
“So, will you come with me to meet my family?”
She smiled slightly. “I thought you had already met your family.”
Guardian choked and got to his feet. “I will leave you now. Good job and well done. It was a spectacular beginning to your assignment here, Starborn.”
Guardian left them alone in the situation room, and the moment he was gone, Braenar lifted her and settled her across his lap. “So, as I was saying. I have gotten leave for both of us for the High Holiday back home. If you are willing, we can go and stay with my family, which is now your family, by the way.”
She tilted her head. “Really? I could go and spend a holiday with your family?”
“I would be there as well.”
“Would there be presents and things?”
He gave her a quick kiss on her lips. “Yes. Presents for the children and games and food. Everything that causes claustrophobia and the urge to run for the hills.”
She chuckled. “It has been a very long time since I was in a family situation. Is there a place away from your family’s home for me to stay?”
He sighed. “You will stay with me, and we can take to the skies anytime you wish.”
Wia pursed her lips. “Do I get to wear normal clothing?”
Braenar nodded. “Yes. I will bring up some examples, and you can have your Masuo copy them. Most of my family does not know that I was an Avatar. My parents do, but it was not something to share with my siblings. They only know that I left to enter service in the Alliance.”
She rubbed at the mask on her face. “Don’t you think that this might just tip them off? Most news services run all activity of the Sector Guard. It is always a front runner, as are the additions of new personnel.”
“If they find out, they find out. I am not hiding you, nor my relationship with you.” He puffed his chest out a little, and she realised that he was proud.
“Are any of your siblings Hirn in nature?”
“Not that I am aware of. It was a recessive gene that rose to the surface in me, but I am unaware of my siblings having any signs of horns or shape shifting.”
“You can shift?”
“When I need to. It is how I am able to lift weights far beyond my normal physiology.” He shrugged. “Well, shall we go and tell my parents that we are coming?”
She laughed. “May as well. I will get nervous later.”
Wiali took his arm, and they walked to his quarters on Udell station. Her home was a palace in comparison to his practical bed and desk.
She perched on the bed while he activated his console and dialled Dekkaliash.
A face that resembled Braenar came on. The male was a little younger, but he had the same ice-blue eyes and dark wave of hair. “Tiosh Winery. Oh, Brae, nice to see you.”
Wia blinked as she realised that Braenar had changed his uniform to look more like a tunic.
“Hi, Rand. Are Mom and Dad there?”
“Sure. Hang on. Mom!” Rand turned and shouted behind him.
A woman with the same blue eyes as her sons came to the console, and her smile was brilliant. “Braenar. It is so good to see you.”
“Hello, Mom. I was wondering if it would be a problem if I came for High Holiday?” he paused and waited.
“Of course not! The more the merrier. We have plenty of room.” Braenar’s mother got a calculating look in her eyes. “Theakia will be over for the night dinner if you wanted to get together with her.”
Wiali had her hand clamped over her mouth in the background, trying not to laugh.
“Mom, that might be awkward. I am fairly sure my mate would not appreciate Theakia rubbing up against me during dinner.”
His mother paused before she caught on to what he said. “Mate? When? Who?”
“You will meet her during the holiday, so please don’t try to put me and Rand in the same room.” He was grinning.
“Oh, honey. I am so happy for you. Are you sure she will be here?”
Braenar reached back with one arm and hauled Wia into his lap.
She waved at his mother. “Hello.”
The woman looked at her and swallowed. “I see. You are a…”
Wia returned her gaze. “I have no idea how you are going to end that sentence.”
“Guardsman?”
“No. I am a member of the Citadel. I consult for the Guard.” She smiled.
“You are welcome, daughter. My home is your home.”
Wia bowed from the waist. “You honour me with your invitation. My name is Wiali.”
Braenar’s mother’s eyes widened in shock. “You are…Suek’s child?”
“One and the same. I look forward to meeting you. I have not had a holiday in a very, very long time.”
Braenar took over and concluded the details of when they would be arriving and what they needed to bring.
When the call was over, Wia slumped in relief. “That wasn’t so bad.”
He hugged her tight. “You will have family again, Wiali. Just remember to keep breathing and don’t blast them with radiation and you will be fine. I keep that mantra in my mind every time I visit.”
She started to giggle, and it turned into outright laughter as she sat and tried to come up with reasons that she couldn’t go to his family gathering. It was what normal people did after all.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
 
 
Shopping for complete strangers was a new experience, but going to the largest orbiting bazaar in the Dekkaliash system was a good start.
It was fun to buy lace-up silk tunics for women and leather belts and knives for the men. The children were tricky, but Wia picked Takkan mind stones. They could think of something, roll the stone and a five-second hologram would project out of the crystal.
“How much are you spending, Wia?” Braenar was amused as she paid for all the gifts with her credit slip.
“What is necessary to make sure that I have something for everyone. I even slipped a present for you in there somewhere.” She winked.
“It’s a good thing that I am going to be picking your present up on Dekkaliash then.” He pressed a kiss to her neck.
She smirked and took the box of crystals from the vendor. “This is it, the last of the presents.”
“Good. We will be home for dinner.”
“Oh. Hooray.” She turned and handed him the box of crystals to go along with the other bags he was already carrying.
They returned to their unmarked shuttle, and he stowed her purchases. With him at the helm, they swiftly went through traffic control and were finally on their way to his home world.
Wiali got more nervous with every passing minute.
“What’s wrong, Wia?”
“What if they don’t like me?” She bit her lip as she blurted it out.
“Then, we will leave and spend some time at the spa on Yosh. We have options.” He lifted her hand and pressed his lips to her palm.
They landed at the Dekkaliash spaceport, where a skimmer marked with the words Tiosh Winery was waiting for them.
Rand was leaning against the skimmer, and he stood up as they approached. “Brae, I had no idea your wife was so…”
Wia looked down at the dress that was common to Dekkaliash. “Is there something wrong?”
Braenar kept his arm around her, and he gave her a squeeze. “Nothing is wrong. Rand is just an idiot who thought my destined mate was some kind of large computer or book. The fact that you are a lovely woman is giving him pause.”
Wia extended her hand. “Hello, Rand.”
He gripped her hand gently and bowed over it. “Hello, sister.”
“Wiali. You can call me Wia.”
He nodded and shook his head as if to clear it. “Brae, you must have been doing something right out there.”
Brae grinned and helped Wia tuck all of her shopping into the skimmer before they took seats and Rand flew them out of the spaceport.
“The family is looking forward to meeting you, Wia. I swear, we never actually thought that Brae would find a woman who was attractive, let alone one as stunning as you.”
Wia bit her lip and held tight to Brae’s hand. “That is good to know.”
“Brae, Dekka has asked mother if he can attend the dinner, and she is beside herself with excitement.”
Wia looked at her mate, “Dekka?”
“The planetary Avatar of Dekkaliash. He was the one who encouraged me to attend the final days of Halash, and you know what happened after that.” He pressed a kiss to the back of her hand.
“Then, I owe him the courtesy of a thank you.” She smiled and relaxed a little. Avatars were the one social group she was always completely comfortable with.
“The dinner is tomorrow night. Tonight, it will be family only.”
That ratcheted up her tension back to the previous level.
Braenar chuckled. “They will love you.”
“If they don’t, I will simply take a flight for fresh air and keep going until I leave the atmosphere.”
He wrapped an arm around her and squeezed. “I will be with you the whole time.”
Rand was grinning and shaking his head as he flew them past towns, villages and finally, they were in an endless wave of neatly arranged vines.
The worry over the availability of space for guests disappeared as the huge, expansive home came into view. Smaller houses were arranged on the periphery and connected by walkways to the main house.
Rand set the skimmer down on the rotunda in front of the main house, and the landing released a flood of people from within the home.
Braenar kept his arm firmly around her as he hugged his mother, father, brothers and sisters. The spouses of the siblings were more circumspect, shaking Brae’s hand before moving on to Wia’s.
As the tidal wave of family subsided, Braenar escorted her inside, leading the way for the rest of the relatives.
Wia looked around in astonishment. Every surface had something glittering, glowing or covered with a swag of vines. “Wow. The decorating is…pervasive.”
Braenar chuckled softly. “This is only the start of it. Tonight, we put goblets up on the mantelpiece, and tomorrow, we will see what the spirit of the holiday brings to us.”
“Wow. It is really…shiny.” She looked around, and the family flowed around them, propelling them into the great room.
Braenar kept his arm around her and did as he promised—he stayed with her no matter what he was asked to do.
“Wia, how long have you known Braenar?” Her new sister-in-law Rashee smiled at her.
Braenar was a few feet away, but she could see his head cocked to listen to the answer.
“I met Braenar for the first time a few years ago. We met again when he came to help me with my work transfer.” She twisted her lips as she tried to be evasive but honest.
Rashee leaned forward. “What is it with that mask around your eyes?”
“A birthmark. My father had it, and I think his father as well. We sort of lost the records from that long ago.”
Rashee frowned. “Was there a natural disaster?”
Wia grabbed at that thread of truth. “Yes. A natural disaster.”
She fielded the same questions over and over as platters of food began to appear on every flat surface and the Tiosh family began to eat the casual meal.
They were drinking wine and chatting casually when a knock at the door got everyone’s attention.
A man walked in, radiating power.
Mrs. Tiosh walked up and curtseyed. “Avatar Elgon-Dekka. Welcome to our home. I do not mean to be rude, but dinner is tomorrow night.”
The Avatar bowed. “I beg your forgiveness, but I could not wait to meet your new daughter. I was a friend of her father’s.”
Wia moved through the crowd, and she inclined her head. “Elgon-Dekka, I am flattered by your enthusiasm. Which of my fathers were you acquainted with?”
Elgon-Dekka smiled and took her hands. “Both of them. I knew Danyer and Suek in equal measure.” The Avatar took a deep breath. “I used to be Halash.”
Wia swayed. “What?”
“I was the living soul of Halash until Suek warned me of his approaching end. Together, we found me a new home, and he helped remove my consciousness to send me here to Dekkaliash. I met you when you were just becoming a young woman. Do you remember?”
She closed her eyes and looked at his power signature, opening them in shock. She flung her arms around his neck, and he laughed, holding tightly in return. “You changed your body.”
“I had to. Only power could travel this distance.” He lifted her and whirled her in a circle.
She leaned back in his arms and stared. “You picked Braenar for me.”
He winked.
She shook her head and turned to her mate. Braenar was not looking pleased with Dekka’s embrace. “Braenar. This is my um…uncle.”
Elgon-Dekka-Halash grinned. “Close enough.”
Leena Tiosh, Braenar’s mother was looking at the exchange with surprise. “Wia, you have met Elgon-Dekka before?”
She nodded. “Once, a very long time ago.”
Leena cocked her head. “You have been here before?”
Wia shook her head. “No. He was on my home world when I was a child.”
Leena asked the Avatar, “I did not know you travelled off world?”
He frowned. “I did not. I came here fifteen hundred years ago, the same year that Wia went into stasis. I took an Avatar here and began life anew on a planet with millions of years of future.”
Elgon-Dekka suddenly smiled. “There is a new documentary about the Starborn if you would care to watch it.”
The gathering seemed confused, but Braenar nodded. “I am telling you, it will be helpful.”
Wia turned to her mate. “Did you know they were making a documentary?”
“Yes. Part of my interview is included. They make these vid strips on all Guardsmen who don’t have family at stake.”
She looked around her. “I guess that that isn’t true anymore.”
Leena smiled. “Come and sit with me, Wia. I want to know what this vid has to do with you and Dekka.”
 
Two hours later, the Tiosh family was looking at her with pity in their eyes. Three satellites had caught her grief at Suek’s nova, and her energy expulsion had powered four ships that had been attacked and drained of propulsion. The multi-spectrum wave woke their generators, and they had been able to limp to a shipping lane where help found them.
Leena took her hand and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “We are not a star, nor an extinct species, but we will be your family if you let us.”
Wia looked at them through watery eyes. She gave the room at large a weak smile. “Do I have a choice?”
The room broke into laughter, and the tension of the moment was gone.
Wia enjoyed the acceptance, but what she really embraced was the affection in Braenar’s eyes.
She sipped at one of the endless glasses of wine provided by her new siblings and smiled.
Elgon-Dekka had his own glass in his hand. “Do you recognise the taste?”
Understanding dawned. “You designed the soil to produce the taste of Halash.”
“I did. I knew one day you would come out of your sleep, and if I was lucky, you would come for a visit.”
“So, you ensured it by providing me with my mate.”
“It took years of manoeuvring to get the genes in line, but finally, the Tiosh’s came up with a Hirn. I began coaching him on history, and the rest is…well, history.”
She chuckled and watched as couple after couple faded away, moving upstairs or to one of the guesthouses.
Dekka inclined his head toward Leena. “Thank you for your hospitality. I will be back tomorrow. I have heard your dinners are not to be missed.”
He placed a kiss on the hostess’s cheek before pressing a kiss to Wia’s forehead the same way he had when she was a child back on Halash.
Braenar followed them to the door and put his arm around her waist as the skimmer flew off.
“Where are we sleeping?”
He smiled down at her. “The largest guesthouse. Our luggage is already there.”
She looked longingly up at the sky. “Can we go for a flight before bed?”
He laughed. “I thought you would never ask.”
 
* * * *
 
Miiko Tiosh looked up from her bedroom window as her brother and his wife took flight. She watched as they climbed higher and higher in the sky, a bright glow starting from their embrace and working outward.
What was going on within that glow was something Miiko didn’t want to think about, but she watched until the light burst out in waves that made her unaccountably happy.
It was strange to think that her brother was Comet of the Sector Guard, but stranger still was that he was married to a woman who was, part Nyal, part Hirn and part star. It would be a secret that would torture her to keep, but Wiali was family now. You always protected family, even when they could burn through a planet.
Sighing, Miiko gathered the small gifts she had accumulated over the last few months, and she crept out the door, looking for anyone who would see her in action.
The tiny parcels were slipped into goblet after goblet until everyone had something.
Miiko heard a door opening behind her, and she took cover behind a couch.
Elgon-Dekka slid silently into the Tiosh house with a sack, and he placed a gift in front of each goblet. When he was done, he looked at her, his eyes swirling white and red. “You didn’t see me, and I didn’t see you, Miiko.”
She got to her feet. “Why are you here?”
“Wiali is my family, you are her new family, therefore you are my family. Now…shh, go back to bed.”
Miiko slipped back to bed, and she smiled softly at the image in her mind of Elgon-Dekka. His image was in front of her as she slept, and she knew it would be there in the morning.
Light danced in the darkness, and it lulled her into sleep with images of Avatars walking through her mind. It was definitely something she wanted to remember, the face of Dekka with the light of Braenar and Wiali coming through the window.
This was going to be the best holiday ever.
 



 
 
 
Author’s Note
 
 
Holidays are all about family, but what about those who have no family to call upon in this season? Holidays alone can be fun, but you have to put in that extra effort. Holidays with family are stressful but easier in the long run.
Here is wishing all my readers a serene and enjoyable holiday season…whatever holiday is around when you are reading this. J
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