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Wisdom comes at a cost, but if knowledge can be shared, it might not kill her.
Yavil suffers from an intellectual infection. Her mind absorbs every detail of everything she sees, and she can force understanding on her students when she goes into lecture mode. Her brainstorms have gotten the attention of the Alliance, and after she speaks with one of their representatives from Citadel Morganti, she is on her way to working as an educator to the best and brightest of talents.
Hosh is a first aid instructor assigned to Citadel Morganti, and when he listens to Yavil’s lecture on the local flora and clotting properties of minerals on Tebr, he is filled with complete understanding of the topic. This is a new experience for him, so he signs up for the entire series of lectures, and by the time they are complete, he knows more than just how to grow plants in a vacuum, he knows that Yavil is the group educator that the Sector Guard has been looking for.
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Chapter One
She looked at her class and had to admit that her students were definitely better looking now that she was allowing Alliance personnel into her courses.
Instructor Yavil Rikhana loved giving lectures on any topic, and since Tebr welcomed the Alliance but had a taboo against off-world broadcasts, anyone who wanted to listen to her dissect a topic had to come to her.
Yavil clicked the screen changer to display the next image, a pale woman in the arms of an Azon male with a child in her arms. “So, as we can clearly see, the Azon research into medical alteration of species into compatible mating partners has opened doors for races who were once teetering on the edge of extinction.
“Whether the changes are chemical, physical or psychic, a minor shift can be the difference between life and death for a dwindling species.
“The next lecture on limb grafting will begin tomorrow morning at four hours past dawn. Hydrate and dress accordingly.” She released her class and flicked the control on the lights.
The light gauze of her robes floated around her as she gathered her tools.
One of the students came up. “Instructor Rikhana?”
She blinked, few of her students ever bothered speaking to her after a lecture. He was a deep green with bright orange eyes, his hair and eyebrows an inky black. “Medic Ender, correct?”
He smiled. “Yes, Instructor. I would like to speak with you regarding an opportunity opening up in your field.”
She peeled her robe off, folded it and stuffed it in her bag. “I am meeting my siblings for tea. Join us.”
He swallowed and looked away as her daily clothing was exposed. His voice was lower than it had been. “That would be charming. Thank you.”
She stifled a laugh. The clothing on Tebr was minimal at the best of times. She was wearing a halter and briefs with light shielding on her forearms and calves. It had surprised her when one of the visiting students explained that the dress code on Tebr was a little spare in comparison to other planets. Hosh had been on the planet long enough to adopt the male dress of eighteen inches of sarong, and he seemed fairly comfortable with it.
The people of Tebr were photosensitive. Their bodies functioned best when sun was able to touch as much as possible. Complete nudity used to be the norm, but with the introduction of new species to the world, concessions had been made.
As they walked out of the lecture hall, the heavy jungle pressed in on them. The walkways were cleared every morning, but by afternoon, the trees regained some footing.
The café had a force field that kept the encroaching greenery at bay.
Yavil asked, “So, how are you enjoying Tebr?”
She selected a table with four chairs and took a seat, beckoning for a server before ordering a large pot of tea.
He shifted, almost invisible against the dark green of the jungle behind him. “I am adapting to the heat and enjoying your lectures. I have never been able to retain this much information before.”
Yavil opened her mouth to comment, but her siblings arrived and she had to make introductions. Her brother stood politely, and she introduced him. “Ardu, Yellan, this is Hosh Ender. Hosh, this is my brother and sister.”
She accepted the pot as the server brought it and poured four cups of hot tea for the group.
Hosh stood and bowed politely to the newcomers. “I am very pleased to meet Instructor Rikhana’s family.”
She laughed. “When I am not wearing the robes, you can call me Yavil.”
Hosh looked at them as a group, and she could see him forming the question.
Ardu and Yellan were the same powder blue as the rest of the Tebr, but for some reason, Yavil had come out in the chalk white of their ancestors. They were the only triplets in their generation.
Everyone asked the question that she could see in Hosh’s eyes. “Yes, they really are my siblings.”
Ardu grinned and sipped his tea. “She is one of the unseen. Our parents didn’t know she was there until our mother went into contractions for a third time. She does not show up on any scan you can name. If you don’t see her in person, you would never believe she was there.”
Yellan smiled and flicked her hair over her shoulder. “It always confounds her students when they try to record her lectures and find out that their devices are blank.”
Yavil sipped at her tea and smiled as the server slid a platter of sandwiches and treats in front of them.
Hosh asked her, “Do you process light the same way that the other Tebr do?”
Ardu answered for her. “She does everything a Tebr should, she’s just the wrong colour.”
Yavil kicked him under the table. “He asked me.”
She turned to Hosh. “Yes, but I don’t need as much light as they do. My skin absorbs what it needs much more rapidly.”
Yellan smiled and toyed with her long blonde hair. “So, Hosh, what brings you to our little tea party?”
Hosh sat up straight. “Yavil, I have come to offer you a position in the Citadel Morganti. We need an educator who can deliver large-scale seminars and have each person come out with understanding of the topic. I have been to enough of your courses to realize that you are precisely what we need.”
“I am very flattered but—”
“Not so fast, Yavi.” Ardu cocked his head. “What are you offering her for her services?”
Hosh blinked, “As a Citadel instructor, Yavil will have access to the entire Alliance archive. She will get her room and board as well as a hefty stipend. Travelling the stars is also an option since her skill does not translate to recording.”
Yellan leaned forward and propped her chin on her hand. “What else will our sister receive?”
Hosh was serious, and he didn’t seem to see the way Yellan was batting her lashes and inhaling to press her breasts against the interior of her halter.
“She will have access to any of the courses offered at the Citadel, communication and interviews with the Sector Guard, opportunity to learn whatever takes her fancy.”
Yavil watched her siblings give each other long communicating looks. They were mind bound. Each of them was linked to the other, and they were currently in courtship with another pair of mind-bound twins. When a physical link was established, the mental link would transfer from sibling to mate, but with the Tebr, the courtship could last for years.
Ardu spoke. “Has Yavil told you about the brainstorms?”
Yavil hissed. “Yikes. Are you totally lacking in couth?”
Hosh leaned forward. “What is a brainstorm? Is it related to the Tebr links?”
Yavil slumped her shoulders. “That is the current guess. We don’t know what causes it, but my mind reaches out for new stimuli and continues until it has gained what it needs. Since I do not have a twin to link with, I am stuck with knowledge.”
“How often do they occur?” He looked at her like he was making notes in his head.
She drank some tea and pouted. “I haven’t had one for six months.”
Ardu leaned back. “She is due for one, and I believe that she has already pulled knowledge on every object and person here on Tebr. She needs a new life in the stars, more to see and perhaps someone to meet.”
Hosh inclined his head. “What do you mean?”
Yellan shook her hair. “Everyone on Tebr is a twin. If Yavi wants a mate, she will have to take an outsider. That will be awkward for everyone involved. We don’t have a social structure for singles with a mate. She will have her own but still be alone. That is not a thing we want for our sister.”
Yavil sighed. “I have three more weeks of lectures booked. Can the transfer to the Citadel wait until I complete the contract?”
Hosh smiled. “I will bring the Citadel contracts tomorrow morning, just fill in the date.”
She nodded and took one of the sandwiches. “Come on, folks, the food is getting warm and the tea is getting cold, neither of those is a good thing.”
Everyone took part in the snack while Yavil grappled with one shocking thing. She was going to have to wear clothing that covered everything all the time. This was going to be tough.
 



Chapter Two
Her final course was on using plants as anti-coagulants, bandages, water sources and weapons. It was a full house, and her loyal attendees were front and centre, their faces blank as she spoke.
Nuvik, Akko, Lerm and Mahkinaw represented four very different species blends only possible within the confines of a space station. They were—like many of her students—medical professionals, but they attended lectures on everything from the history of scanning equipment to textiles of the l’nal.
As she concluded her seminar, she looked out at the vacuous faces absorbing everything she said. She sighed and clapped her hands together, ending the lecture. “This is the final lecture of the series that it has been my pleasure to bring to you. I thank you for making it a success and wish you joy in your future endeavours.”
They got up and filed out. Her loyal following inclined their heads and left the hall, their brains still absorbing what she had forced into them.
Talking people into a trance was a skill she had always had. As a child, it had gone unnoticed until she explained to her parents the logistics behind buying her a riding beast and the steps she was prepared to take to make it a reality. To the twins’ disgust, she got her beast, and it took her places where her knowledge expanded and the jungle rippled around her.
Yavil took her materials and files and put them away in her bag. She removed her light instructor robe and tucked it away. Hosh was waiting at the doorway and so was her family. “Are you ready?”
They had had weeks to get used to the idea, but she still sniffled and hugged her way through her parents and siblings, trying to gain a sense of dread for her future. There was nothing but excitement in her soul.
“I will be in contact with you. I will write.”
Her mother smiled. “That would be good. Take every opportunity to enjoy yourself and be everything that your mind pulls you into being. Take care, brainstorm.”
She nodded and left her family, following Hosh through the jungle in front of them.
She brushed away a tear, but her mind was busy cataloguing the plants they walked through.
“You will be able to contact them as soon as you settle in, Instructor Rikhana.” Hosh was being formal, possibly because she was crying.
“I know. I have just never left home for more than a few days before, and I am going to have to get used to covering up. It’s a trauma.” She smiled as he looked at her in surprise.
“I had not thought of that. Right, as soon as we get to the ship, uniforms for both of us.”
Yavil wrinkled her nose. “That sounds remarkably unappealing.”
“Your requirement for photosynthesis has been taken into account, and the suit has been made to your measurements.”
The tiny Tebr spaceport appeared out of the jungle as they turned a corner to see the defoliated area. A question rose in Yavil’s mind. “How did they get my measurements?”
Hosh grinned. “I am fairly good at spatial recognition. I sent Fixer the information, and she provided the suit. Citadel instructor robes are also waiting for you.”
She twisted her lips. “So, what do you teach at the Citadel?”
“Practical application of first aid. I have several lifelike mechanical mock-ups that enable the students to truly grasp the horror of battle wounds.” He shrugged. “It is something that they need to learn if they are going to a world with a tech restriction.”
“Very practical.” She kept talking. Her nerves were getting the better of her as they approached a shuttle with the small Citadel icon on it.
“I think so. It encourages the Citadel students to think of the races that they are visiting as living beings and individuals with specific requirements.”
Security scanned Hosh while Yavil submitted a blood sample. The officer smiled at her, the skin around his dark eyes wrinkling in pleasure. “So, you are the unseen. I have heard good things about you.
It is a shame you are leaving Tebr.”
Yavil inclined her head. “My siblings encouraged me to seek a life of my own. It was time.”
The machine chirped confirmation of her identity, and the security officer waved her through the small checkpoint. “Have a successful journey, Instructor Rikhana. Enjoy your new life.”
She smiled brightly and lifted her cleared bags, carrying them on toward Hosh and the shuttle that awaited them.
Her stomach flipped dramatically when she stepped onto the shuttle. She surrendered her bags to Hosh, and he stowed them, bringing her a parcel. “Here is the uniform. You might want to put it on before we take off. I will run the pre-flight checks and get takeoff authorization.”
She bit her lip and followed his gesture to the small lav. Her Tebr clothing fell swiftly to the floor, and with only a little effort, she worked out which direction was front on the bodysuit. Yavil had never worn this much clothing, and as she worked it up over her hips, she fought panic. She felt suffocated, confined, and only repeating endless rounds of trivia to herself in her mind enabled her to tug the fabric up over her shoulders, sealing it across her breasts.
The fabric fought her for a moment, but then, the claustrophobia eased as it settled against her skin.
She looked at herself in the mirror, and the vibrant blue of the suit matched her eyes and complimented the pallor of her skin. It was a very complimentary suit.
 



Chapter Three
Absorbing light with the suit in the way was not nearly as awkward as she had anticipated. Watching Hosh walk toward her to settle in the pilot seat wearing a full uniform and wishing that he was still wearing the Tebr hip wrap was far more nerve wracking than it should have been.
“Are you ready?” He smiled as he buckled in and flipped toggles.
“I am as ready as I can be.” She shivered and rubbed at the unfamiliar fabric on her arms.
“How does the suit feel?”
“Peculiar. Like cobwebs brushing against me constantly.” Yavil deliberately gripped the arms of her seat.
“Do you think you will get used to it?”
“Time will tell. For now, I will simply say maybe.” She held her breath as the shuttle shuddered and they began to leave her home.
“Pardon the rough take off, piloting is not my primary skill.” Hosh smiled at her, his teeth white against the deep green of his skin.
“I am sure it’s fine. I just don’t have anything to compare it to.” Her fingers curled around the armrests, and she concentrated on breathing as they began to make their way through the sky that had seemed so familiar while she was standing on the ground. Now that they were in the air, it was a whole new universe.
Her mind started to catalog events and descriptions of what she was seeing around her, and she let the imminent brainstorm feed itself as they left Tebr behind.
She was so busy with her absorption of the new information that when the first flicker in location occurred, she blinked in surprise. “What was that?”
“A jump. I wanted to see how you would handle it, and you seem to have done fine.”
Her mind started to whirl with all the calculations that had to be handled to make the jump, and when the second one happened, it gleefully confirmed what it was thinking. Having her mind acting as a separate being was something she was used to. It was simpler for her to keep the tasks of feeding and clothing herself while the brainstorm took over her analytical thought.
It was easy to relax as the brainstorm enjoyed feeding itself with calculations as to the distance and composition of the stars while Yavil tried to keep her mind completely blank.
Leaving home still hurt, the ache in her chest was going to be there for some time.
Hosh spoke, and his voice made her jump. “We are almost there. One more jump and we will be in the Morganti system.”
“How long after we enter the system?”
“Six hours. Less time if Starbreaker is in the vicinity. She avoids housework by towing shuttles in for a landing.”
Yavil was startled into laughing. “Housework?”
“Not really. I just wanted to see if you were still in there. Your face was frighteningly blank.” He turned to face her, and a dark lock of hair slid in front of one of his eyes.
He blew it upward and flicked his head, reminding her of her riding beast. A smile crossed her lips and stuck there.
“May I ask what species you are, Hosh?”
He chuckled. “Wyoran-Ebaer. We are a Wyoran colony and have shifted away from the standard skin colourations to transform into this lovely shade I am wearing now.”
Her mind brought all the Wyoran facts up to her, including some intimate details that made her blush. “What are the differences between a colonist and someone born on Wyora?”
He chuckled. “We have far better senses of humour, are more aggressive and more straightforward. I have done an unscientific study, but it seems that voluntary colonies have a very specific mindset.”
“How so?”
“It takes a bit of aggression and optimism to leave one’s home in search of a better world. That comes through in the subsequent generations, though sometimes, the origin of the reasoning is lost over time.”
She nodded. “I have seen examples of that in my research.”
“How do you learn everything that you lecture on?”
They went through the final jump while he spoke.
“I read about something and find all information relating to that something. When I have compiled enough information, I run an experiment and try to quantify the information. Once that is done and I feel I have a grip on the info, I file a lecture request with the education centre, and they book a date for me to speak.”
“So, before you teach…”
“I reach an understanding of the subject matter. I can only teach theoretical stuff though. I have tried practical applications, and I can’t keep my students focussed if I act it out.”
“Interesting.”
She shrugged. “Not really. I am sure that you have already figured out my talent based on your personal experience.”
“I do seem to recall fading into a receptive state while you spoke. When you were done, I heard a sharp clap and I was filled with knowledge of the topic.” Hosh grinned. “Like that?”
“Yes, it is my voice that makes folks receptive. It opens the learning centre of the brain, and I communicate directly into the waiting portion of the mind. A few minutes after I release you, it settles in your mind, transferring from Tebr to Alliance Common.”
Hosh was piloting them toward an inviting planet with moderate cloud cover and a plethora of defensive weaponry aimed directly at them.
“What are those guns for?”
Hosh looked at them and smiled. “Morganti is home to some of the most privileged researchers and the newest technologies. It needs to be protected at all costs.”
She nodded. “It makes sense. Do you have a code or a signal to keep us from being blasted?”
“Our shuttle is registered as are our life signs. I mean mine is. Yours is going to be dependent on a visual confirmation, oh, here it is.” He flicked a flashing toggle, and the face of a woman with a metal band framing her face filled the view screen.
“Hello, Instructor Ender. How was your trip?” The woman’s voice was polite, but her eyes spoke of something involved going on behind them.
“It was fine, Relay. This is the newest member of Citadel Morganti, Instructor Yavil Rikhana.”
Relay stared at the spot where Yavil was sitting.
Yavil raised a hand and waved. “I am pleased to meet you, Relay.”
Relay’s eyes focussed entirely on Yavil. “Amazing. I can’t see a thing, not even the bodysuit. Her body is actively repelling technological recording.”
Hosh asked. “Did you hear her speak?”
Relay shook her head. “No. Did she?”
Yavil frowned and pulled a data sheet in front of her. She typed in a greeting and sent it along the com frequency.
Relay blinked. “Oh, hello. So, you can use tech, but it can’t see you. This is an exciting development. I know you are contracted to the Citadel, but if you are willing to let us, we would love to have you at the base to test some of our detection technology.”
Yavil typed in that she would be happy to. “This is going to get old really fast.”
Hosh laughed. “Relay, we are on our way in. Do you want to run the medicals on us there, or shall we report to the infirmary at the Citadel?”
“Come here, of course. Fixer will meet you on the tarmac. I look forward to greeting you in person, Instructor Rikhana.”
The screen went dark, and Hosh looked over at her. “That went well. I knew she wouldn’t be able to resist direct contact. Your ability to deflect tech is one thing that has made a good portion of the folks on Morganti intensely curious about you.”
She snorted. “I am used to being stared at. It is par for the course as an unseen.
“What does that mean, exactly?”
She laughed. “Once in every few generations, a baby is born alongside the twins, this child is invisible to technology and lives a life of solitude. Normally, we are considered oracles or wise women, but in our current age, I am considered a mutation. I don’t know what is better, ancient throwback or modern mutant.”
“I don’t know how to answer that.” Hosh piloted them to Morganti without another word.
“Welcome home, Yavil. It will be your base as long as you wish it to be. Your new life begins now.”
Yavil looked around at the atmosphere so unlike Tebr’s, the lack of jungle and the open spaces. “Yay.”
 



Chapter Four
A woman with dark rainbow hair was waiting for them on the tarmac. “Hello, Instructor Rikhana. I am Mala or Fixer if you prefer.”
Yavil walked forward and winced at the dry air burning her lungs. “Call me Yavil, please.”
She extended her hand, and Fixer took it.
“You must be parched. Instructor Ender told us that you came from a high-humidity environment. Come with me.”
The woman walked into the shade of the open hangar. The moment that Yavil passed the threshold, she sighed in relief. “Oh, thank you.” Warmth and moisture wrapped around her.
“You are welcome. I just attached a field generator to your suit. Your quarters at the Citadel have already been fitted with a larger version.”
Yavil smiled weakly. “You did all that for me?”
“It was the least I could do for what I will ask you to engage in.”
Yavil looked at her wrist, and sure enough, at the edge of the cuff, a tiny device now blinked. “It’s so small.”
“It is as big as it needs to be.” Mala grinned. “I got right back into development after my son was born.”
“You have a child?”
“Three. Two girls and a boy.” Pride of being a parent was evident on her face.
Yavil chuckled. “Well, if you ever need some tutoring, I can get through to just about anything.”
Mala nodded. “I might take you up on that. The girls can be a real handful.”
Fixer was fiddling with some items on her workbench when Hosh came in with Yavil’s bags.
Mala smiled. “Hello, Instructor Ender.”
He inclined his head. “Fixer. How are you and the family?”
“I am fine, the family is crazy and I think Isabi is hiding.” Mala looked at Yavil. “My husband.”
“Oh.” She blinked and looked around her, her mind cataloguing frantically. The problem was that she didn’t know what the objects were.
Mala grinned. “I brought you here first before you hit medical so that I can try and capture you on vid with some new scanners I developed. In case you were wondering, I consider you the best challenge I have had in the last five months.”
Yavil wasn’t convinced that Mala was serious until the woman rubbed her hands together and positioned Yavil in front of a neutrally coloured substance.
Hosh took a seat next to the workbench and settled in with his arms crossed over his chest.
Mala had a serious expression on her face, and she aimed one device after another at Yavil, muttering and cursing in between each attempt. “This is incredible. You actually reject the signal.”
Yavil was tired and getting hungry. “I can give you a hint if you like.”
Mala perked up. “What?”
“You can’t see me, but you can see where I have been. I leave a heat signature that isn’t blocked by my personal aura.”
Mala got excited. “Walk around please.”
Yavil paced and came to a halt. “This is the last one today. I am rather tired after my trip, and I know Hosh is.”
The male in question was snoozing lightly with his head propped on his fist.
Mala blushed. “I am sorry. I get caught up in an experiment, and your particular secondary talent is far too tempting for me to play with.”
Fixer aimed another scanner at her and nodded. “You are right. You leave a heat trail where you walk. I wonder if you leave anything else behind.”
Yavil blinked, “Like what?”
“Pheromones, skin cells, the normal bric-a-brac of life.” Mala grinned as she set down the scanner. “That is a question for another day. We will take you for a quick spin through medical, and then, I will personally escort you to my table in the commissary. I get the best service.”
Yavil nodded. “Instructor Ender, we are moving on.”
Hosh jerked upright and blinked rapidly. “I will meet with Relay and report on a matter of research.”
Mala waved him off. “As you wish, Instructor. We will be in the commissary after you finish your meeting.”
Mala linked arms with Yavil and hauled her into Morganti Base with a bright smile and a sense of anticipation vibrating through her.
Yavil was surprised that her complex biology was a puzzle that Mala was eager to solve.
Doctor Effin Nywyn was waiting in medical, and he gave her the same style of physical as the doctors back home. Skin and fluid samples, observation of her body and an assessment of her general muscle tone.
“What spectrum of radiation do you absorb as sustenance?” Effin was making notes.
“Any and all. It was a very energizing trip here. I hadn’t realized that even in the darkest night, the stars still burn with enough power to feed me.”
Mala blinked. “You eat radiation?”
“And food. I also eat food.” She chuckled and got back into her bodysuit. “Any idea how long it will take me to get used to this suit, Doc?”
Mala frowned. “I thought it was comfortable.”
Effin made some more notes and lifted his head. “The people of Tebr only wear clothing if they are going to be interacting with off-worlders. Their planet is covered with jungle and sunlight is precious. The more skin expose, the more light absorbed.”
Mala blinked. “So you are naked most of the time when you have time off.”
Yavil shrugged. “Yes. There was no shame in nudity until the first visitors from the stars arrived eight hundred years ago. Since then, we have developed a work-day and day-off clothing system.”
Mala touched her arm where the suit covered her skin. The suit softened and tightened until it was as light as a layer of air. “How is that?”
“Better. Much, much better. Thank you.” She frowned. “Does it still meet modesty requirements?”
Mala chuckled. “It does, but from now on, I will design you a two-layer suit. Both layers will be permeable to light, but they will also be armoured. It will be a challenge, but I do love a challenge.”
Effin laughed and waved them off. “Yavil, I will process your medical report and forward it to the Citadel. They will have it within the hour.”
“Thank you, Doctor Effin.” Yavil flicked her long ponytail and smiled at Mala. “Ready when you are.”
Mala grabbed her hand and hauled her to the commissary.
Tiny squeals broke out, and two small beings attached themselves to Mala at the waist. “Yavil, this is Isala and Mabi. My daughters. Their brother is over there with the nanny.”
The nanny in question was a large male who looked like he would be more likely to eat children than raise them, but as she watched, he competently lifted the infant to his shoulder and burped the tiny baby.
“Okay. Now, how do I pay?” She looked at the amazing spread of food, and her mouth watered.
“It is paid for. As you are with the Citadel, you will be charged against your earnings, but as you have allowed me to experiment on you for several hours, you have more than enough to eat for three months in your account.”
“I get paid for that?”
“You get paid for every assignment you go on, even coming over here and letting me try to take your picture. As for your clothing, it is charged back against your earnings, a circle that goes around and around.”
“The idea of being paid for my work is a novel thing. On Tebr, the money paid for my lectures goes into a family trust, and it is dispersed on a requirement of assistance. No one in my family has drawn on the trust in two generations.”
Mala blinked. “Wow.”
“We live in the nude. We don’t need more than food and comfortable furniture.” She laughed and went to get a tray for some food.
The selection of vegetables was lovely, the tea smell bright and citrusy and the fish was white and flaky. There was not one item on her tray that didn’t appeal to her.
She walked over to Mala’s table, and the little girls stared at her. One had dark skin, one light but both had their mother’s brilliant rainbow hair.
The nanny was busy with the baby, but he smiled and inclined his head. “New to the Guard?”
She shook her head. “No. I am with the Citadel, but it is my first day. Your charges look like a handful.”
He nodded. “If it wasn’t for Mala’s tracking devices and my own talent, those little girls would run right over me.”
“You have a talent?”
“Super speed. One would think I would do best in battle, but by being able to keep Mala happy and productive, I do more than life in the front lines would ever accomplish.”
“Where is her husband?” Yavil tried to make it casual.
“He is consulting on basic training for a new species. His skills as a Companion are sometimes more in demand than his skills as Shade.”
“Shade?”
Mala came in with a large tray groaning with food. “Shade is my husband’s alter ego. He becomes shadow and can move around in definitely spooky ways.”
“Interesting. Do you mind having a separate life?”
Mala grinned. “Not since I armour plated him. Now that I know he will be safe, he can run around free and feel like a man and not my personal valet.”
Yavil nodded. “Sensible.” She filed the armour plating away for questioning at a later time.
They ate in silence with the girls occasionally commenting on her bright blue eyes and chalky skin. “The people of Tebr are normally pale blue. I am a funny birth. No one knew I was coming.”
One of the girls perked up. “Like me!”
Mala nodded. “She can turn invisible and was hiding during the entire pregnancy. It was a bit of a shock as no one knew if a Selna and a Moreski could breed at all, let alone twins.”
“Twins are the norm on my world. A child born alone is not a good thing. We never fit in.”
Mala frowned. “But you were born with two siblings. You were triplets.”
“I am a genetic throwback to our ancestors, they are the contemporary people of Tebr, and they have the mind link common among twins. They will meet and marry another pair of twins one day, changing the link to their sibling to a link with their mate. Once they separate from their twin, they do not go back. The male becomes a member of the female’s family, and the sibling is forgotten.”
“You just do that? Discard a sister or brother?”
Yavil finished her tea. “In coming here, I have done it already.”
Mala was astonished, but Yavil went to get more tea and return her tray. It was a depressing thought, but everyone in her family knew that it would be the last time she would see them.
Leaving Tebr was a one-way trip for her contact with her entire family.
 



Chapter Five
Relay was pleasant and very curious to meet her in person.
“I swear, if you hadn’t typed to me, I would have thought that Hosh had gone around the bend.” Relay shook her hand and grinned.
“I am sorry that I can’t speak to the cameras, but I have never been able to show up in images. It was what brought Hosh to Tebr. None of my lectures could be recorded.” She enjoyed the camaraderie of the table and kept her teacup in her hand.
Yavil sat back and watched the connections between the women around her. The regular staff looked at their table with affection, and it occurred to her that the Sector Guard were more than warriors to these people, they were family. As a member of the Citadel, she was closer to being a visiting cousin once removed. Of course, she wasn’t quite in the Citadel yet, that would involve actually walking through their halls.
Hosh entered the commissary in deep conversation with Effin. They continued speaking as they got trays of their own.
Relay grinned. “They are related about four generations back.”
“That explains their medical interests.” Yavil sipped quietly at her tea.
Relay shook her head. “Effin was born to analyze illness and try to work out the best way to keep everyone around him fit. He is having a bit of trouble with your system, but he will manage.”
“Is there a doctor at the Citadel?” She bit her lip. She wasn’t counting on becoming ill, but it could happen.
“Hosh takes care of most medical emergencies, stabilising them until they can be shipped over here, but there is also a full medical centre with physicians.” Mala was monitoring her children’s food, and she spoke in an absent tone.
The two men grabbed another table and shifted it over to connect with the existing party.
Hosh smiled and took the chair next to her. “How was lunch?”
She inclined her head. “Fine. I am enjoying the company.”
“Not too cold?”
She shook her head. “Mala attached something to my suit. It keeps me in a warm, damp field. It isn’t home, but it is comfortable.”
“Good. I discussed your home environment with Effin, and he agreed that effort needs to be exerted to make you comfortable.”
She nodded and continued to drink her tea. Being a topic of conversation was nothing new to her.
Her internal clock told her that it was the middle of the night back home. She sat and yawned her way through the rest of the meal, the sun burning brightly through the windows and skylight.
Hosh winced. “I am sorry, Yavil. I will just finish up, and we will get you to your new quarters at the Citadel.”
“It’s fine. I am just a little tired after the lecture and the trip.” She shifted in her chair.
His food disappeared with a speed that reminded her of her brother when he was going through puberty.
“Don’t eat so fast. You are going to choke on something.” She bit her lip.
He swallowed and drank a gulp of water. “Naw, I never choke. The key is to cut your food into bites that you don’t have to chew.”
Effin was laughing.
Hosh got to his feet and extended his hand to her. “Shall we? I am certain that you will be seeing all of Morganti Base soon enough.”
Yavil shrugged and smiled at the table in general. “It has been lovely meeting all of you. Mala, you know where to find me.”
Mala was holding her son, his midnight skin, rainbow eyes and matching fluff of brightly coloured hair was adorable.
“I do indeed know where to find you, but I may just come to you at the Citadel. There are a lot of distractions here.”
The adorable infant in her arms belched and settled back with his thumb in his mouth and his eyes wide open.
Yavil followed where Hosh led, and there was something in her that resented not knowing where she was going. Her life had been out of her control since the moment the midwife had pulled her into it, and she was sick to death of not knowing what would happen next.
The skimmer ride to the Citadel was quick, and Hosh carried her bags into the building.
A man with large horns and official-looking robes came out to meet them.
Hosh murmured. “Yavil, that is Citadel Coordinator Turnari. He is in charge around here.”
“Instructor Ender, I am guessing that this is Instructor Yavil.” He came forward and took her hand in his own, bowing low.
“Pleased to meet you.”
He straightened, and she craned her neck back to meet his gaze. “We are honoured that you are here among us at last. While many Alliance members reported that you were the most comprehensive instructor that they had ever seen, they could not remember why.”
She chuckled. “It is a side effect of the learning process. If they simply attend one lecture and leave, they will not retain knowledge of how it got there. Hosh had a little more staying power.”
The male in question moved to stand closer to her. “I did indeed. Yavil is tired, Coordinator. I was showing her to her quarters.”
Turnari nodded. “I will accompany you.”
Hosh radiated displeasure as they walked through hallway after hallway. Their trio got a wide berth from everyone they passed.
Yavil sighed in relief as they reached a door and paused. Hosh gestured for her to press her hand to the plate. There was a light gel under the panel that was cool to the touch, but the plate lit up and the door opened.
She stepped inside and the feeling of home rushed over her. Yavil turned to Hosh. “When do I need to be seen again?”
He looked at Turnari.
Turnari inclined his head. “I would like to speak with you at nine in the morning. Please, allow me to meet you here and give you a tour of the building.”
She shook her head. “I will get schematics from the data station. See you tomorrow at nine.”
Hosh inclined his head. “I have a class in the morning, but will you allow me to take you to lunch?”
Yavil grinned. “Of course. I look forward to it.”
Hosh brought her bags in and put them down next to the wardrobe.
Turnari sighed. “I suppose I should say goodnight.”
Yavil grinned. “Please. I am about to make this place feel like home, and from what I know of Dhema, that is not an acceptable thing for you to witness.”
Hosh grabbed the Coordinator’s arm and hauled him out.
Yavil sighed happily and peeled off her uniform. It was time to make this place look like home as well as feel like her home.
* * * *
Hosh winced as Turnari pinned him against the wall outside. “How dare you touch me?”
“It was for your sake as well as hers. The Tebr are nudists who live in a warm, damp environment. She was about to strip, and there was no sexual intent.”
Turnari released him. “Oh.”
“Right, oh.” Hosh sighed. “I am sorry we got off on the wrong foot last year. For Yavil’s sake, please consider this a fresh start.”
Turnari leaned back and crossed his arms. “For her sake?”
“We are beginning to form an attachment, and I have far more experience with her culture than you do. She is going to need help. The Tebr are not very advanced. All of the tech on their world has been provided by others.”
Turnari ran a hand through his hair. “All right. She is very attractive though.”
Hosh grinned and tried to ignore the pulsing in his groin. “She is, and her preference for little to no clothing is very distracting.”
Turnari chuckled. “I imagine it would be. It is distracting me, and I have never seen her in her natural habitat.”
Hosh groaned. “Don’t remind me, and please, call me Hosh.”
The honorific of Instructor Ender had been his curse since he tossed Turnari during a training course. He hadn’t meant to grapple with the Coordinator, but his student was in distress, and Turnari had thought that the signals were aggressive not nausea. Hosh had thrown Turnari against the wall just in time to save him from the acid reflux that melted the first aid dummy and part of the floor. The indignity had earned Hosh the name Instructor Ender, and it had rippled through the Citadel and into the Sector Guard.
It was a polite way of keeping those around him at their distance. He didn’t want that distance with Yavil.
 



Chapter Six
Showering and getting dressed felt very peculiar, but she was up at Morganti dawn and trolling through the data system with glee. The specs for the halls were easily memorized, and she found the food court with ease.
Carefully, she eased out of her comfortable environment and into the hall where other Citadel occupants were heading for breakfast.
She met two cheerful women—Iyanna and Vesa—and they hauled her along for the meal.
When she saw the robes everyone was wearing, she blushed. She had forgotten to put it on over the bodysuit.
Iyanna patted her hand and smiled. Her smile faded, and she gave Vesa a sharp look. “So, you are an educator by trade?”
“I am or was. I am not sure what the Citadel wants me to do, but there was no future for me back home, so here I am.” She shrugged and ate the grain mix she had put on her tray. “What does an assessment officer do?”
“This and that. I check new intakes and try to see the potential of their talent, enrolling them in the appropriate classes to help bring that potential to the surface.”
Yavil ate another bite of the cereal. “So, what did you read when you scanned me?”
Iyanna blushed. “Sorry, occupational habit. I read that your talent is twofold, your mind and your voice combine to be a very powerful combination. You already have control over your talent, so you can proceed directly to instruction of large groups.”
“That is what I thought would happen.” Yavil continued to eat and tidied up her tray when she was done.
She checked a chronometer on the wall and decided that she still had enough time to make it back to her quarters to grab the robes before she joined Turnari.
Yavil made her goodbyes and promised to have breakfast the next day if she was able and quickly moved through the halls back to her room. She had just lifted the robes out of the wardrobe when a knock sounded.
She shivered and slid the robes over her shoulders, flicking them until they were straight. The knock sounded again. “Just a minute.”
Turnari was standing at her door, and he seemed surprised to see her awake. “I was just coming to see how you were.”
Yavil could see interest in his eyes. She held up her hand. “I have been up, had breakfast, met some nice personnel and am now ready for our meeting.”
He sighed. “Too bad. It would have been easier if no one had seen you.”
Turnari gripped her arm and pulled her tight to his body. She smelled something that reminded her of compost, and it was not the scent of the Dhemon’s body the day before.
She screamed, but he clamped a hand over her mouth before more than a squeak could emerge. Her mind started to catalog all his attributes as he dragged her kicking and flailing down the quiet hall and into a service lift.
She fought to get her mouth free in the lift, and the moment she could breathe, she started to whisper, “The morgar tree is the tallest tree in the Tebr forests. It has a root system that extends half a kilometre underground and diamond-shaped leaves that can be used as platters for large parties.”
The lift opened on a sub-floor, and she slowly stepped out of the man’s embrace while she kept talking about the morgar tree and its uses in medicine and music.
The man slowly followed her to remain in the sphere of her voice. She followed the lecture on morgar trees with a lecture on soil conditions on Tebr as compared to agrarian worlds in nineteen other systems. As she walked, she slapped her hands on every ID panel she came across until a person finally appeared.
She motioned to be quiet as she kept walking with the Turnari impostor following behind her.
The new man fell under her spell, but she followed his path to a stairway. Gauging her chances, she looked around for some other method of getting someone’s attention. A fire alarm was just the thing.
It would wake her students, but it might give her time to make a run for it. If only there was another way that would guarantee both she and the Citadel male would be fine.
She slowly moved up the stairway after deciding that running was her best option. Her voice kept droning on about crop conditions while her mind frantically scrambled for the most likely escape route. She looked at the clueless maintenance man and sighed mentally, she couldn’t just leave him there.
Yavil talked her way back to the service lift and coaxed the men gently inside. She keyed it up to the highest floor and brought her students with her while she entered Turnari’s office. His secretary looked at the men behind her, her eyes wide, and she immediately summoned Turnari from the inner office.
Sighing with relief, she stopped lecturing. “I am sorry for bringing them here, but I didn’t know what else to do. One was pretending to be you and tried to kidnap me, and the other stumbled across us in the lower level.”
Turnari moved swiftly toward his duplicate and knocked the other male out. The man on the floor shivered and shifted into a form that matched the compost scent he gave off. Grey-green and miserable looking, he lay back unconscious.
The receptionist walked forward and touched the arm of the man from the lower level. He shuddered and blinked. “Why do I know about the annual rain of Farthos?”
The receptionist put an arm around him and walked him out of the offices.
Turnari walked to the desk and pressed a button. “You did well, Yavil. He is a Herthon, but I have never seen one with a shapeshifting ability before.”
“What did you summon?”
“We have some of the most precise readers in this sector right here in this building. We will find out what he wanted and why you were the target.”
Yavil smiled weakly. “Good. I am wondering that myself.”
She took a seat in his office, and he dragged the Herthon into the room with them, setting it against the wall and pressing a button that fastened the creature to the surface with wide bands.
“Interesting office feature. Does it cost extra?”
He chuckled and sat behind the desk. “This is more excitement than I had planned for this morning. I was just going to offer you tea.”
She sighed. “You can still offer me tea. I am rather thirsty after all that talking.”
He frowned. “I am afraid that will have to wait until after we find out what he was after.”
“Not a problem. I can wait.” She was so thirsty that it was a blatant lie, but she was trying to be a good guest.
Two men and a woman came through the door. Turnari greeted them with a wide smile, and the woman stood guard while one of the men pressed his hands against the head of the unconscious Herthon.
The man pulled his hands back with a jerk. “They want her for massive indoctrination. It was worth it to risk one of their own in an effort to secure her.”
Turnari nodded. “How did he get in?”
“Under the supply shuttle. He was in a sealed suit and strapped to the bottom of the vehicle. He copied one of the maintenance staff and waited until Instructor Rikhana arrived. He tried to grab her last night, but you were in the hall with her.”
“Thank you, Arsos.”
The reader smiled and left the room.
“Can you keep him contained?” Turnari asked the remaining two.
“Of course, Coordinator. That is what we do.” The woman inclined her head. “We will take him to the Guard base, and they will process him.”
“Thanks, Yveena, Tawin. Confirm delivery and assist them if they need you to guard him overnight.”
He pressed a button on his desk and the unconscious creature dropped from the wall to the floor. The woman lifted her hand, nails extended, and she pressed those nails into the Herthon’s back. He jerked and twitched.
“There, he will be unable to shift for a few hours. Dr. Nywyn has my venom in storage if he needs more.” She hauled on the shifter and her companion did the same. Together, they dragged him out of the office.
Turnari exhaled and leaned back in his chair. “Well. That was entertaining. I am signing you up for combat training and having Fixer build some weapons into your suits.”
“I don’t think that it is necessary.”
“I think it is, and I am in charge here. You will learn to physically defend yourself. Your talent is extraordinary and the mass hypnosis that goes along with it is exceptional. There are a few Guardsmen who can force others to follow the sound of their voice, but none can place the idea into someone’s head and keep it there indefinitely.”
The receptionist brought in a tea tray. She smiled at Yavil and winked before she left.
“She seems like she is having a good time.”
Turnari smiled, “She and the maintenance worker are courting. She thinks I don’t know, but she has been sending him private messages for months.”
It was funny, but it explained the woman’s concern. “Good for her.”
He poured tea and handed her a cup. “How often did you socialize with the opposite sex on Tebr?”
She laughed. “Always and never. As an unseen, I am always the odd woman out. My siblings tried to keep me with them, but many of the Tebr did not want a mutant out on social outings.”
“Mutant?”
“Mutant or throwback. The Tebr don’t have the equipment to look into it. Nor does anyone really want to get to the bottom of it. I remain a mystery, even to my own people.”
She inhaled the tea, and it took her back to her home for a brief moment. When she remembered that she was on an alien world and had no chance of being with her own kind, it did dampen her mood for the rest of the morning.
 



Chapter Seven
The morning went by with several pots of tea and a list of topics that the Citadel would like her to lecture on. He gave her access to all information systems that she would need and a schedule for her first speaking engagement.
Alien etiquette was an interesting topic, and it spoke to her on several levels. It was a lecture geared toward those in the Citadel who were going to travel the stars. They were representing an organization that was spreading across the stars, training talents and using the naturally occurring powers for specific tasks suited to them.
The course material was something that Yavil was looking forward to diving through. Her mind quivered with eagerness.
When Hosh appeared at the door, her eagerness shifted its focus. He had a worried frown on his features. “Yavil, are you all right?”
“I am fine. Is it lunch time?” She smiled brightly and tried not to fling herself into his arms. She had no idea how he would take that.
He scowled and walked toward her. When he reached her, he took her hands and lifted her out of her chair. She was in a hug before she knew what was happening.
His scent was wild, musky, and she buried her face against his robes while her own arms came around him.
Turnari cleared his throat. “I hate to interrupt, but if you don’t go to lunch soon, I am sure that Yavil will faint from hunger.”
She could feel Hosh’s laugh more than hear it. “Thank you for the gentle nudge, Turnari. We will leave you now.”
“Thank you for coming, Instructor Rikhana. I look forward to an update before your first lecture.”
Hosh released her and offered her his arm. Yavil waved farewell as she walked out of the Coordinator’s office with the only man who made her heart trip in her chest.
“So, he gave you an assignment?” Hosh was sitting across from her in the dining area, away from the folks who whispered in hushed tones.
“Yes, I have a lecture schedule for the next month. The Citadel folks are going to be cultured whether they want it or not.” She poked and prodded at the food that she couldn’t identify.
“If you don’t like the food, drink more water. You look rather pale after your adventure this morning. What did you teach him?”
She laughed and reached for her glass. “A bit of Tebr botany and some agricultural information on star systems near Tebr.”
Hosh frowned. “How did that work?”
“I talked, and he went into a learning trance. I walked, and he followed to remain in the sphere of my voice.”
“Do you do that often?”
“Nope, it was the first time. It did work, but now, I have to spend every afternoon in some kind of self-defence class.” She didn’t mention the weapons that were going to be built into her suit. If she didn’t talk about them, Turnari might just forget.
“You need to defend yourself if the situation arises.” He frowned. “I wish I had been there.”
“If you had, he wouldn’t have struck. He was trying to catch me alone, and he succeeded.” She nibbled at her salad and found it to her liking.
He tried to be casual. “I noticed that you didn’t fight my embrace.”
She smiled. “You didn’t fight mine either. Would it be horrible to say that I found the green of your skin comforting?”
His laugh was genuine. “It reminds you of Tebr, doesn’t it?”
“No. It reminds me of you.”
His gaze darkened into something that she wanted to drown in. She had seen lust a few times in her life, but it had never been directed at her before. She liked it.
He cleared his throat. “Would you care to go for a walk around the grounds? You need more daylight, I think.”
“I think that would be lovely. I never did get my tour.” She pushed her plate aside. She had eaten all that she could.
“That oversight must be corrected.”
He got to his feet, disposed of the trays and returned to offer her his hand. “Morganti is a lovely planet. Perhaps it is not as lush as Tebr but a lot less poisonous spiders.”
She laughed and took his hand. “I would love to see it. Let’s get to that tour.”
Daylight struck her skin, and she turned her head upward to catch the rays. It filled her system far better than the food had.
“Photosynthesis in a bipedal race is very rare.” Hosh murmured it as he watched her turn her head from the left to the right.
“I know. We have a theory back home but no proof.”
“What is your theory?”
“The ancient Tebr were forced underground for warmth during a volcanic-inspired ice age. They lived for generations with no sun and only the phosphorescence of the underground minerals. Their skins went from pale like mine to the blue of silver-exposed tissue. When they came back to the surface, their eyes could not take the light, so they hid in the thick vegetation, gradually working their way back into daylight over decades. Their bodies needed the daylight to break down the food of the surface and to continue to balance the minerals of their systems. The more daylight they took in, the better they felt. It simply became the way things worked.”
She smiled. “We have never gone in search of the caves, so we will never know. I mean, for all we know, there may still be underground Tebr living happily in their darkened existence. Enough about me. If you are a Wyoran off shoot, do you link to other people via your mind?”
“Not personally, no. I try to keep my mind to myself unless I am doing triage in a disaster.”
She laughed. “I can see how touching someone else’s mind would be a good thing on occasion.”
He raised his dark brows. “Really?”
“Sure. I mean, sex would be much easier if you knew right away that you were doing it right.” She laughed at his stricken expression. “The Tebr live naked. We are fairly open about sex.”
“Oh. I didn’t notice it while I was there.” He looked abashed.
“You need to attend my lecture on alien etiquette. It is going to take most of the day, but it will be one heck of an event. I am going to be studying for it after I return to my quarters.”
He nodded. “How is the brainstorm coming along?”
“There is plenty to feed it, so I am quite happy with how things are turning out here so far. Well, aside from the kidnapping attempt. That I could have done without.”
He laughed again and continued the tour, her arm tucked around the crook of his elbow, their robes swishing in unison. She enjoyed their moment and hoped that there would be more in the future.
 



Chapter Eight
Two days after her tour, she was standing in a lecture hall with fifty eager faces watching her.
Yavil’s robes felt too hot, her skin felt dry and her stomach flipped the way it always did before she instructed anyone on a subject she had just learned about herself.
“Today, we are here to discuss etiquette and taboos of a variety of cultures.” She continued, her voice lulling her students into a receptive state.
She stopped periodically to take a drink of water but continued her lecture until she had covered nine very sensitive species that were out in the Alliance as active trading partners. It was quite likely that one of her students would run into one within the next five years based on the information Turnari gave her.
When her lecture was complete, she clapped her hands and concluded. “Thank you for being here today. Feel free to ask questions that you may have about the subject matter. If your headache persists, please see the infirmary.” Yavil waited as the students held their foreheads and frowned as their minds grappled with the information she had just drummed into their thoughts. She always imagined the information as settling in and making room as if jostling for space at a family table.
As the confused but impressed students began to file out, Hosh came up to her with his bright blue robes swirling. “Well done, Yavil. Would you care to get something to eat?”
Her stomach growled before she could say anything. “Yes, please.”
He offered her his arm, and together, they walked out of the lecture hall behind the last of the students.
“Remind me to have you give medical instruction to my students before they try anything on the mock-ups. It might speed things along and put me out of a job.”
“You want to be out of a job?”
He grinned. “If I am not needed on Morganti, then I am able to go on more long-range assignments.”
Her heart stuttered at the thought. “You wouldn’t be here then?”
“That generally is the effect of not being on Morganti.”
She bit her lip as they entered the dining hall. Her entire class was there, filling up on the food that they had missed while in the learning trance.
He was going to leave. They were just on the verge of starting something and he was leaving. Her thoughts swirled in distress.
With her mind occupied, she tried to keep her hands steady as she loaded a tray and walked with Hosh to a table. Eating was straight mechanics. She chewed, swallowed and drank her water with attention to fueling her system.
“Yavil, is something wrong?”
She tried to make light of it, but as she opened her mouth to speak, a spearing pain ran through her head. Her gasp was punctuated as her hands clenched on her tray and it clattered to the ground. “Oh no.”
Out of reflex, she knelt to clean it up but another pain spike struck her, locking her in place. She hissed as Hosh touched her arm and checked her pupils. She clenched her teeth and focussed. “Brainstorm.”
He nodded and lifted her in his arms. The sensation of his touch on her was setting a riot under her skin. It gave her something else to concentrate on as her mind locked itself in agony that she only remembered feeling twice in her life. The first time she had felt it, her mother’s father had died. The second time, it had been after her friends Hallow and Harkin told her that because of what she was, their family would not allow them to associate with her anymore. The moment that she learned they had lied and that they had only been friendly to get in with Yellan and Ardu, she had been devastated. Both times, her heart had been broken and her mind had followed.
Hosh carried her to the infirmary, and the doctor did what doctors always did, he tried to scan her.
“Dr. Tinneer, she won’t show up on scans. You need a contact healer.”
The doctor looked at the blank readings and met her pained gaze. “I will call Quedar.”
Hosh stayed near her, holding her hand to keep her calm as she clenched and twisted on the exam bed.
A blue woman with a shaved head appeared in Yavil’s field of vision. “Hello, Instructor. I am Quedar. I am a contact healer. Have you dealt with one of my kind before?”
Yavil shook her head, unable to speak.
“Instructor Ender, do you know what started this?” Quedar was rubbing her hands together.
“She said it was a brainstorm, but I don’t know what that entails.” Hosh sounded worried.
Yavil could hear them talking, but it was as if she were listening to them from a great distance.
The first touch of Quedar’s hands was cool water on her burning skin. The touch on her mind made her jump, and the part of her mind that controlled her brainstorms reached eagerly for the contact.
She heard the woman hiss as she poured the equivalent of mental cool water on Yavil’s thoughts. When she removed her hands, she looked at Yavil with sadness in her eyes. “You are tougher than you look, Instructor.”
Yavil licked her lips. “I don’t know if that is a compliment.”
Quedar sat next to her on the bed. “Your people…do they link minds?”
She nodded. “Yes. Of course. Tebr are always born in pairs.”
“Yet, you were not. Did you never find a person to connect with?” Quedar’s voice was low, but Yavil could see Hosh listening attentively.
“A few times, but every time I did, they were taken from me.”
“What happened today, Yavil?”
She looked at Hosh and couldn’t speak. “Nothing. Nothing happened.”
Quedar smiled. “I know, but I also know that your mind was reacting pre-emptively, seeking information in lieu of connection. It will take one if it cannot have the other, but now that information is available to you at any time, you are looking for the connection. Your mind is driven to want both.”
Hosh asked. “So, what is happening to her?”
“As she said, it is a brainstorm. Her mind is reaching out but doesn’t know how to make the connection.” Quedar stroked her forehead.
“I am right here, you know.” Petulance was not becoming, but it was all she could come up with in her prone position.
Hosh frowned. “Is she in danger?”
“Yes, but she has always been in danger, she lives one heartbreak away from death every day.”
Tears welled in Yavil’s eyes to hear her secrets told so calmly.
She closed her eyes and turned her head away, letting the tears fall.
Quedar patted her hand and went off to speak with Dr. Tinneer.
Hosh remained at her side, holding her hand.
It took all her effort to speak clearly. “You should get to whatever you had scheduled, Hosh. I am fine now.”
He squeezed her hand, and she finally turned to look at him. “I will be your link if you need one.”
She blinked rapidly and brushed her tears away with her free hand. “What is a link?”
“Wyorans use them when someone has an out-of-control psychic ability. The addition of another mind stabilises them.”
“That is not what I want. Attaching to someone just to make my life easier and theirs harder is not something I will do.” She sat up and tried to take her hand from his.
“That is not why I am offering. I have an interest in you that goes beyond my being your recruiter. I would like to be quite a bit more.” His expression was earnest, and he leaned toward her with an intense look in his eyes.
She sighed and leaned back to avoid the kiss that her body wanted with every molecule. “You want to leave, and I am scheduled to stay here.”
He reared back. “That was what spurred this?”
She opened her mouth, and it was caught in a kiss that was as stunning as it was confined to the psychic plane.
Yavil squeaked in surprise as she felt the sensations of warm, soft lips against her own, the heady scent of Hosh’s body and the heat of hands holding her head to keep her still.
When the kiss ended, she blinked rapidly and Hosh’s lips curled up in a smile. “I do not wish to leave you or the Citadel, I just wanted to travel. It was a casual and unremarkable sharing of goals for the future, Yavil.”
“Oh. So, I may have over-reacted.” She pursed her lips, and they stared at each other before they burst out laughing.
He grinned and took both of her hands, pressing his forehead against hers. “Just a little.”
She felt tendrils of thought touching her mind, and with a surge, the part of her mind that absorbed information lunged for those tendrils and gripped them tight.
He let out a low groan, and she leaned up, kissing his lips for the first time as her mind spun itself into his and he returned the favour. For two people fully clothed, things could hardly have been more intimate.
She smiled as the pain and tension in her mind lifted. She pressed soft kisses against his lips, enjoying the freedom of contact. When he broke their contact, he smiled warmly at her. “Hello, link.”




Chapter Nine
Yavil had never felt better. It was strange how meeting the right person at the right time could turn her life around.
“This feels exceptionally peculiar, Hosh.” She kept wanting to touch her forehead, but the change was internal.
“It is bizarre for me as well. My folk do not usually need links, but we get the rudimentary training for it. Your mind is exceptional, by the way.”
“Thank you.”
The doctor released her from the infirmary at Quedar’s say-so, and Hosh put her hand on his arm, leading her back to Turnari’s offices.
“Why are we waiting to talk to the Coordinator?” Yavil had to ask.
“You will see.”
She shrugged, and they waited for the receptionist to wave them through. When the woman let them pass, they walked into Turnari’s office together.
Tea was waiting for them, and Turnari looked at their posture with a resigned expression.
He poured tea and smiled, “Links?”
Hosh helped Yavil into her seat. “Yes. She needed it.”
Turnari handed Yavil her cup with a quirked brow.
She shrugged. “Tebr are not designed to live alone.”
It was so simple and summed up in that one sentence, she was amazed that it had not come to her before. Her people were not designed to live alone. They had evolved to be linked to a sibling as they matured and their mate when they wed. Her attempts to hold someone to her during childhood had been thwarted, but now, she had been handed the cure to her brainstorms in a delightful package.
Turnari sat back and sighed. “I will have the maintenance staff move your things, Hosh. Her environment is pretty specific.”
That got Yavil’s attention. “What?”
“Links have to live together while the bond is still forming. If you separate for too long, you risk going back to the worst possible moment in your illness. A broken mind is not something we will court, so your schedules will be matched for convenience.”
Yavil shook her head in confusion. “So, I have to move quarters?”
“No. Hosh will move in with you. You will need to stay close together for as long as possible, that will include your sleep schedule. You will need to be close while your mind is at rest. The bond will strengthen then.”
Hosh was smiling and sipping at his tea.
“Do I have a say in this?”
Turnari leaned back in his chair. “No, I believe that is why Hosh brought you here. He wanted to make sure that you knew it was not just his half-assed seduction techniques.”
“I…this is stupid.”
“It is the price of being linked, pet.” Hosh lifted her hand and pressed a kiss to the back of it.
She warmed with that small display of public affection. For all that the Tebr lived in the nude, public romance was taboo. She glanced at his lap, but his robes obscured it, and she realized that clothing had its finer points beyond keeping a body warm. The concealment was also something that she had not considered.
They discussed details of the schedules and the alterations to her speaking arrangements before Turnari dismissed them with a smile. “I will see you in a week to check in or sooner if you have any trouble adapting.”
Hosh got to his feet. “Thank you for your time, Coordinator.”
Yavil smiled. “I don’t know if I want to thank you, but have a nice evening, Turnari.”
She took the hand that Hosh extended and left the head of the Citadel’s office.
“I can’t believe you didn’t tell me that.”
“It was a surprise, and I wanted to make sure that I had an audience in case you didn’t react well.” He chuckled.
“Funny. You know, I didn’t peg you for having a sneaky sense of humour.”
He wrapped an arm around her waist. “You don’t even know me yet.”
She snorted. “I am aware of that. I can feel you in my mind, but it is like you are standing in a train terminal and my thoughts are moving around you.”
“For me, it is slightly different. Part of you is clamped onto me and power is running riot back and forth in my mind.”
She winced. “It does not sound pleasant.”
“I will get used to it. It does not burn like it first did. For now, I will manage as long as we can keep close contact.”
“How long with that excuse last?” She grinned.
“As long as you keep letting me get away with it, pet.” He squeezed her tight to him as they descended the staircase to the living quarters.
She pressed her hand on the pad outside her door, and when it opened, he accompanied her inside.
“Wow. You really made this a piece of Tebr.” He looked around at her arrangements, the gauzy fabrics on the tables, images of waterfalls and deep jungle everywhere.
She slid the robe off her shoulder and hung it in the wardrobe. “Do you mind if I get comfortable?”
He shook his head. “Please. We have to begin as we mean to go on. I will make myself comfortable as well if you don’t mind.”
She sighed in relief. “I don’t mind. I will be back in a minute.”
Yavil grabbed two lengths of gauzy material from the wardrobe and headed into the bathroom to change. She stripped off her uniform and sighed happily at the reduction in pressure.
She wrapped her breasts in one length of dark blue gauze and put the other around her hips. Decent by Alliance standards, she walked out into the bedroom and stopped short at the startling sight of a completely naked Hosh. “Um…wow.”
He grinned. “I thought it would be nice if I learned how you felt, and I have to say that there is a certain feeling of freedom in it. I feel completely relaxed.”
She looked him over. “I hate to say it, but I have seen completely relaxed and that is not it.”
His laugh was wicked, and he took a seat on her couch, queuing up a documentary on the vid screen. It was a show on the history of champions in the Alliance, and it described the selection process as well as the interviews required. Ten races were currently in audition to join the Alliance and one had earned champions within five years of beginning the process.
As the show went on, Hosh moved closer to her until she leaned her head against his shoulder and nodded off.
She woke up when he picked her up to tuck her into bed. He slid in next to her and pulled her back against his body with a light sheet over them both. It took her fifteen minutes to get used to the feeling of his skin touching hers before he soothed her mind into sleep with a gentle touch.
She smiled as she realized that she was still wearing clothing while he was naked. It was a peculiar turn around, but she could get used to it.
 



Chapter Ten
An empty classroom was doubling as a workroom for Mala. Fixer sighed happily, “I am just glad to be off base for a few minutes. When Isabi isn’t there, it just doesn’t feel right, even with the little ones.”
Hosh was standing nearby as Mala fitted the weapons into the arms and legs of a suit to be worn off Morganti. It was thicker than her other suit, but Mala had worked her magic, and it was soft and light against her skin.
“You bruise very easily, Yavil.”
“I know. The combat instructor said the same thing.” Yavil grinned.
Baengar had taught her how to fall, how to slither out of the same kind of grip her captor had had her in, but he agreed that a set of blades inside her suit would be of benefit to her.
A final long needle ran down her spine and another down the front of the suit in her cleavage. Mala had created false boning in the torso of the suit to disguise the channels that held the blades. The sheaths were armoured against the blades, and to Yavil’s surprise, she could bend and stretch in the suit without everything spiking out at odd angles.
“I have created a set of robes for you that have similar pockets inside with additional blades. A stun belt might also be a good accessory.”
Yavil wrinkled her nose. “I am already wearing too much clothing. A belt would be far too distracting.”
Mala chuckled. “Well, I am only doing this because the Sector Guard has requisitioned you, and I want you back in one piece.”
Yavil blinked at Hosh. “They did what now?”
Hosh grimaced. “I was going to tell you tonight. You have a lecture assignment on Kladdian. You will be speaking on aqueducts and crop rotation.”
She blinked. “Okay. I have those ones already.”
He was surprised. “You do?”
“Of course. It was before you started attending the lectures. There was a team in from…I think they were from Kladdian.”
He frowned. “That is odd that they would want you to repeat the lecture.”
She shrugged, and Mala smacked her into holding still. “Sorry. It is common to have repeats for folk who were unable to attend.”
His scowl deepened. “It still sounds suspicious to me.”
“We will see when we get there.”
Mala looked up at her with a smile. “I am surprised you are not more paranoid.”
“I am from a planet with greenery so thick, you have to burn it out every single day just to walk to work. If the Alliance had not made contact, my people would have lived happily in the jungles for generations. Our distrust of strangers is not ingrained. We allow folk to disappoint us first.”
Hosh sighed, and she could feel his grudging admiration in his mind. “Fine. We will go to Kladdian, but I am on my guard.”
She grinned. “Good. You stay on guard, and I will keep an eye on the data I am feeding them.”
“Deal.”
Mala confirmed. “The Guards will keep an eye on you. If they requested you via the Guard, we will keep you safe.”
Hosh growled, “If they don’t, I will.”
Two days later, Yavil bit her lip with amusement while thirty Kladdian farmers held her and Hosh at gunpoint. If they hadn’t been briefed on the flight in, she would have been much more upset.
The farmers marched them into the lecture hall where another hundred waited for them.
The Kladdians were trying to form an uprising against their near neighbours on Fasku. The Fasku were undercutting prices on grain in an effort to boost their own economy, and the Kladdian farmers wanted to take matters into their own hands. They were having a farmer exchange program, and the Kladdians had more than just crop rotation on the lecture agenda.
The farmer who had booked her smiled, showing his flat green teeth. “Tell us how to make a small bomb that cannot be detected by the scanner standing at the front of the hall.”
Yavil shook her head. “I will not.”
They pointed their guns at Hosh, and he looked blankly at her, his mind touching hers to keep her calm.
Yavil shrugged. “Kill him, kill me.”
Norwiggin, the default leader scowled. “What?”
“We are linked. His mind touches my mind, so if he doesn’t survive this, I won’t either.” She crossed her arms. There was no sense fighting with a crowd this size, but she didn’t have to give in without a struggle.
The room stirred in frustration.
Yavil rubbed her forehead and went through what Order had told her. She was supposed to keep the men busy for three hours until the Alliance could position themselves around the building. She had to keep both Hosh and herself alive for three hours to keep these men from making a mistake that would cost them their freedom.
While Yavil had the necessary information to give the bomb-making lecture, she had no intention of adding fuel to their irritation by telling them how to destroy friends and family.
Norwiggin prodded her to the podium. “I don’t care about your personal life. Now talk.”
One of the farmers got a gleam in his eyes and used the butt of his weapon in Hosh’s gut. Her mate went down to one knee, and she felt pain ripple through her from the impact.
She took a deep breath and began to teach the men what they wanted to learn, how to make a bomb. “Bombs come in many shapes and sizes. The first one under discussion is the bath bomb...”
She turned to the exam board and began to draw out the chemical composition of the bath bomb. Bath bombs, dessert bombes, vid bombs, she had an entire listing of bombs to teach them to make, and while none of them would kill anyone, they might just cause some digestion problems or soften the skin.
 



Chapter Eleven
Her throat was raw three hours later when the Alliance finally arrived with personnel equipped with sound muffling gear. They removed all the weapons from the farmers and the ambassador from the Fasku was brought to the podium under guard.
Yavil kept talking until Hosh came up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders. Now that they were linked, he was no longer susceptible to her voice, though he usually found the lectures informative.
She felt the relaxing pressure on her mind and sighed as she leaned back against him. Contact with him had changed from stressful to comforting. Sleeping in his arms every night had precisely the bonding effect that Turnari had spoken of.
“Relax, Yavil. You can have some water and get some rest now.” He handed her a water ration container.
She grabbed the water and slugged it back, draining the liquid out and rubbing her neck to sooth it.
The moment that she ceased speaking on the creation of one of her mother’s less-than-spectacular holiday recipes, everyone in the room had started to come out of their trances. The farmers were perplexed and rubbing their foreheads. She had been a little strident, putting all the power at her disposal into the speech so that no one slipped her influence.
Hosh wrapped his arm around her and led her out of the hall while the ambassador of Fasku made his apologies to the farmers of Kladdian.
Outside the hall, she collapsed to the hard pavement.
“Brainstorm?” He lifted her in his arms and carried her to the small group of Sector Guardsmen waiting near a shuttle.
“I am fine, Hosh. Just a little stressed.” She patted his cheek.
The Guardsmen parted to let them pass.
Hosh grunted and kept walking until they were inside the large shuttle. He set her on one of the bunks and took her pulse.
She exhaled and waited for him to complete the manual check of her vitals. He checked her eyes, her hearing and temperature after he released her wrist.
He sighed in relief. “You seem fine.”
“You can tell that from our link.”
He sat next to her on the bunk. “I know, but I will never pass up an opportunity to spend time alone with you.”
Yavil giggled and sobered. “I am so sorry that he struck you.”
Hosh shrugged. “It falls within the scope of the job.”
She touched Hosh’s abdomen where the farmer struck him, trailing her fingers up to cup his jaw and the darker bruising. “Does it hurt?”
His eyes darkened, and he kissed her, his mind sharing the ache that was far lower than his jaw or even his belly.
He gripped her waist and pulled her onto his lap.
They were still embroiled in their kiss when the Guardsmen returned to the shuttle and chuckled as they passed the small medical bay.
Yavil felt the ship rising and continued to keep her lips locked to Hosh’s while her hands stroked his back, chest, the side of his neck, anywhere she could reach.
By the time they returned to Morganti, her lips were throbbing, and it was not the only part of her that was suffering from the results of prolonged contact.
Hosh finally released her from his lap, but he kept her in front of him as they exited the craft.
Relay came out to greet them, but she must have seen something in their eyes. “Come in tomorrow for medicals and a debriefing. Come in late.” Relay was grinning, and she waved them off.
Hosh wrapped one arm around Yavil’s waist and lifted her against him, carrying her to the skimmer that was used to ferry them back and forth between the Base and Citadel.
They may have been physically silent, but within their minds, they kissed, tangled and practiced everything that they wanted to try the moment that they were home in their private quarters.
Robes flew off in separate directions, and her assignment suit was carefully removed to avoid the blades built in. Safety first.
When she was wearing nothing but her skin and psychic eagerness, she stepped toward an equally nude Hosh, wrapping her arms around his neck and rubbing her skin against his.
The feeling was so wonderful, she did it again and again until he took over and placed her on the bed. Yavil gasped as he entered her, and when he began to undulate inside her, she understood the reference in the Wyoran descriptor. Prehensile sex organs were definitely something to strive to keep the male of any species.
She listened to his silent requests and let him to all the work, learning her responses to his various touches and how the smallest kiss at the base of her throat drove her crazy.
Release swept through her, and he continued, building her passion over and over until he finally joined her on the other side where relaxation ruled and bones had melted.
In the afterglow, she was curled against him, her back to his chest. His arms were around her, and she wove her fingers in with his. Their heartbeats synched, breathing took up the same pace, and their minds were swirling with a warm glow that they both felt.
Hosh pressed a kiss to her shoulder. “And now I understand the taboos against public affection while nude. It could be a little startling.”
She chuckled. “And I can see the fascination with mating. It does seem like the thing that one would enjoy repeating given every opportunity.”
“I am glad. I intend to learn every sensitive inch of you and then using my knowledge for evil.” He trailed his lips along her neck and nipped at a section of shoulder. That slight nip got her body working up its enthusiasm in one tiny flicker of sensation.
He lifted her thigh and slid into her while continuing to worry at that one spot until she dug her nails into his arms and shook in his grip.
She groaned when she realized that he hadn’t followed her into release. It was going to be a very long night.
The debriefing the next morning was mercifully short. Sitting was awkward, as was keeping her thighs together during the meeting.
She explained her subject matter and that the farmers of Kladdian were now capable of baking some dreadful holiday cakes, a lovely whipped fruit bombe and crafting their own bath products.
Relay’s smile grew wider until she couldn’t stop laughing. “Thank you very much for your services, Brainstorm. Your compensation has been transferred to your account.”
She blinked. “Brainstorm?”
Relay shrugged. “It is customary if someone acting for the Sector Guard has family, to give them a call sign to reduce the exposure that their loved ones might suffer.”
“All my life I have been wary of brainstorms, to be called one is a sort of a combined twist of personal meanings.”
Relay beamed and Hosh laughed.
Yavil wrinkled her nose and thought to herself, it could be worse.
The moment Relay released them, Hosh and Yavil were back on their way to the Citadel. She had a lecture in the afternoon and Hosh was supposed to be at a demonstration of battlefield sutures in an hour.
“So, I am Brainstorm?” She twisted her lips. “I wonder how they got the idea for that.”
He gave her an innocent look as he parked the skimmer. “I merely mentioned it in passing. Who knew they were going to hang it on you?”
“I think you may have guessed. Do you have a call sign?”
He scowled. “Patches. It is less than flattering.”
As they walked back into the Citadel proper, she nudged him with her hip. “I like it, Patches.”
“You will pay for that.”
“I look forward to it.” They entered the lab where his students were waiting and the lifelike mock-up was ready to show what a living body would look like when injured.
She patted him on the butt. “Get cracking, Patches.”
 



Chapter Twelve
“I don’t believe it.” Yavil paced up and down the length of their rooms.
Hosh was lying on the bed, his arms behind his head. “I can tell. You have said that you didn’t believe it four times.”
“I can’t…I mean we can’t…can we?” She looked over at him and cocked her head. “What do you think?”
“I have no objection if you don’t. I am sure that Turnari would not have a problem with it. There are provisions in your contract after all.”
She shrugged and ran her hands through her hair. “I will have to cancel lectures.”
“Turnari will agree.”
“Are you sure?”
“I am, now come to bed.”
She frowned and crawled into bed, covering him from neck to knee with her own body. She dropped onto him with a thud and tucked her head under his chin while his arms wrapped around her.
“My brother and sister’s wedding. I never thought they would invite me to the ceremony.”
“Despite their confusion, your family loves you. They want you there on the happiest day of their lives.”
She snorted. “It is hardly the happiest. They will have to break the connection with their twin before joining with their new mate. The new joining does not always work smoothly.”
“Not like ours?”
Yavil chuckled. “No, not like ours at all. They are far more repressed when the moment comes for the two to become one. They greet it with fear and distrust. Because of the sibling link, they never have to trust anyone else. Giving yourself up to a stranger, no matter how well you like them, is always a frightening proposition, and they will have to fight that fear.”
“You didn’t have any fear. Your mind clamped onto mine like it was starving.” He feathered a kiss against her temple.
“I am aware of that. It was horribly embarrassing at the time, but as I got used to you, I actually enjoyed it.” She kissed his neck.
“So, what do we wear?”
“As little as possible, though if they are having off-worlders, we will be allowed something.” She snorted. “Perhaps a headpiece for me.”
“Nothing for me?”
She rose up on her forearms and smiled into his amused gaze. “I think I like you just like this. A piece of my jungles come to life.”
He stroked his hands down her back. “And I like you just like this, a sliver of moonlight turned into warm woman.”
After confirming their link in the most delightful way possible, Yavil curled to sleep in Hosh’s arms. A wedding on Tebr was always an occasion, and if Ardu and Yellan wanted her to visit for the event, she was finally able to be there for them, because Hosh was there for her.
The wedding clothing that they had picked out for her was surprising. There was an elaborate headdress, a short white jewelled breast band, minute briefs and coverings that went from elbow to wrist and knee to ankle. “Why am I dressed like the primary?”
Yavil swished her long tail of hair around and smiled at Hosh’s jewelled hip wrap and matching wrist cuffs.
Yellan looked at her and bit her lip. “We want you to give us away.”
Ardu was fiddling with his deep purple wrap, and he nodded in agreement. “You know how to manage these things, and mother and father are clueless.”
Hosh asked, “What is the primary?”
Yavil grimaced, “The primary makes the key speech before instructing the couples on releasing their sibling link and joining with their new partner.”
Hosh chuckled. “You seem to be precisely equipped for that particular task. Will you lecture them on it?”
She winked. “I may unleash the power of learning on them.”
Ardu was worried. “So, you will do it?”
She sighed. “Of course I will do it.”
The chronometer chimed the hour. Ardu and Yellan stood close to one another and walked together out of the Rikhana house, down the pathways and to the great hall with Hosh and Yavil bringing up the rear.
The great hall was packed with dignitaries and Tebr family representatives.
Yavil practiced her breathing as she stepped in front of her siblings.
Hosh slipped up the aisle and took the open spot next to her parents.
With him tucked away, she took the lead, and drums swelled as her siblings followed her to the table where their mates waited.
The Rikhana family was higher ranking than the Honnials, so the Honnials waited while the Rikhana came to them. Ardu and Yellan took their seats at the table across from their prospective spouses and the official began the requests for objection and the other formalities.
When the paperwork had been filed, all was ready.
“And now, the primary, Yavil Rikhana.” The official stepped aside and gave her free reign.
Yavil came forward and inclined her head, the beads of the headdress clashing with her movements. “Joining with another soul is a blessing that all Tebr experience. Breaking the first bond to form the second is the most difficult moment in a life. The only way that the Tebr continue on is to break one bond to form another, but I have a theory that no bond based in love can ever be broken. It can be thinned, but it will always be in the heart.”
A few older Tebr nodded and some younger ones frowned.
“We are blessed. We are designed to go through our life with someone at our side, in our minds and hearts. I speak from experience when I say that a single Tebr’s mind is not a pleasant place. It craves love, affection and understanding and will reach out to others in an effort to find it.”
She turned to address the couples. “Ladies and gentlemen, kiss the cheek of your twin and pull your mind back along the link. Do not break it yet.”
Yavil watched as both couples stood and did as she directed.
“Walk to your life mate and put your hand in theirs. Now, face them and put your other hand in theirs. Feel the warmth of your mate, the heartbeat that will join yours. Press your forehead against the one you want and breathe them in.”
She watched as both couples did as she said. “Kiss your mate, and with the kiss, draw their mind to yours and let them do the same to you. Allow them to make a place for themselves within you. Feel the joy at this link as it grows and strengthens. Feel the link with your sibling thin into a silver strand that will always connect you until death. This link can be severed by either party, but for now, let the warmth of your mate wash over you and the link to your sibling cool and fade.”
As she ceased speaking, the two couples began to make out in a display of passion that few ceremonies ever achieved.
“When you feel you have acquired your link, you can cease the kiss. If you are inclined to continue, you may want to take it somewhere private.” She grinned and inclined her head.
“Before those assembled, I have discharged my duty as primary. Thank you all for coming and sharing in our most honoured day.”
She walked down the aisle, and Hosh got to his feet, kissing her in front of all assembled.
When he lifted his head, he chuckled. “I think your parents like me.”
“The head of the Tebr council doesn’t. He disapproves of kissing in public. He thinks it will lead to the moral decline and dignity of the population.” She leaned up and kissed him again.
“I thought he disapproved.”
“Oh, he does.” She grinned and nibbled at his lower lip. “I don’t care. Guess what I just figured out.”
He wrapped his arms around her waist with the entire assembled crowd looking on.
“What?”
“I don’t live here anymore.” She laughed as he lifted her in the air and spun her around and around. As revelations went, it was beautifully simple, and there was nothing like an open mind and a place to let it run free to make someone feel at home. Add in a gorgeous hunk of a green Wyoran who shared her every hope and dream, she was set for life.
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