
        
            
                
            
        

    




A brutal attack changed her life and turned her into a monster with the power to defend those who cannot or will not defend themselves.
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Chapter One 
Priina watched her flock, counting carefully.
Two missing. “Damn it!”
She climbed down from her perch and walked against the wall, looking for the spot where her beasts had slipped through. Her mother normally had the task of seeing to the wall at night, but when she fell from the stones and broke her leg Priina had been forced to leave school to help out at the farm.
The coppery smell of blood sent a sense of unease through her. She flashed her light over the base of the wall where it met the field. Her beasts had clawed a hole, and something on the other side had finished it.
She knelt and shone her light through the gap.
Priina struggled out of her tool belt but took her light with her. She had to find out what happened to her varek. If there was a predator near the wall, her people needed to know.
Struggling through the two-foot expanse of stone, Priina crawled on her belly toward the exterior of the wall. The blood lined the curve of carved stone under her, and she knew that varek bodies were what she was going to find.
The moon and starlight was different when she exited the hole and stood. She kept her light off and at her side while she got her bearings. The wet trail of blood extended off into the night, so she followed with her senses on high alert.
The remains were in savaged condition. Priina winced and realized that the warnings she had been given her entire life were not simply empty threats. There was something huge and dangerous outside the walls of the inner country, and she had just walked into its hunting ground.
Having confirmed that her animals were slaughtered and did not need rescue, she made her way back to the wall, clinging to the edge and trying to blend in.
She was ten feet away from the hole in the wall when she heard the low growl far too close to her.
Instinct screamed at her to run, but she moved slowly, carefully feeling her way along the wall.
She felt the first claw tear through her clothing and mark her arm. The second spun her around to face the long muzzle, red eyes and furred bulk.
The long claws were covered with blood, as were the lips and jaws.
Pain was burning her limbs and the scream froze in her throat as his gnashing teeth closed an inch from her neck.
He struck her with his claws again and again when she didn’t react the way he wished her to.
The only noise in the night was her ragged breathing and the harsh gasps of her attacker.
Another growl suddenly sounded in the darkness, and her attacker was removed from her with the sweep of another clawed hand.
Priina was beyond pain. She crawled back toward the hole and shifted herself through, inch by inch. Sobbing was no use, so she struggled to haul herself free of the gap. She grabbed for her tool belt and pulled the sealant free. Her hands slipped with blood, but she depressed the sealant and shot the entire canister in the gap.
Now that she was free, she gasped and sobbed.
Priina lifted her tool belt and hit the emergency signal. The beacon would bring help, and hopefully, she would survive to see it.
* * * *
Lights flared as the rescuers arrived. Instead of coming to her, they stilled a few feet away.
She looked up at them, and they moved back as if seeing a ghost. “Help me, please.” It was what they needed to hear. She was strapped to a board and fluids were injected while they did their best to stop the bleeding.
She let herself sleep for a moment, but the burning in her body was not going to let her rest long.
* * * *
A horrible scream woke her, and to her shock, it was her own voice as she fought restraints, her body tied to the medical bed.
Her mother was at her side, but her younger sister was nowhere to be seen. Reeda Jarcor had tears tracking her cheeks, but she forced a smile when Priina stopped screaming. “Baby? Are you all right?”
Priina licked her lips and tried to speak. It took a few efforts, but eventually, she said, “You tell me.”
Reeda gasped out a sob of relief. “The doctors have been working hard to put you back together, baby.”
Priina nodded and shifted, aware of every stitch and seal that her body was wearing. “Why does everyone look so worried?”
“Baby, why did you go outside the wall?” Her mother stroked her hair back from her forehead.
“The varek. Two were missing, and then, I found the hole. I had to make sure that they didn’t need help. It is the duty of the shepherd.” The doctor came forward and put his hand on Reeda’s shoulder. “Wait outside, Ms. Jarcor. I have something to discuss with your daughter.” Priina felt a strange strength in her limbs.
“Mom, I will be fine. I am not going anywhere.”
Her mother gave her a watery smile and limped out of the patient room.
The doctor beckoned another one over, and the rest of the staff left the room.
They stood together at the foot of her bed and looked at her with matching serious expressions.
“Do you know what you were exposed to?” Priina blinked. It was obvious that they knew, so why were they asking her? “Something sharp.” The one on the left barked a laugh. “That it was.
Did you get a good look at it?” She nodded. The burning eyes and the dripping jaws were etched in her memory. “It was a monster.”
The one on the right nodded. “Do you know why we built the wall?”
Priina recited what they learned in school. “We built the wall to protect us against a world that would change us. We were designed to adapt and boost other species and they would change us. To remain Cial, we had to wall ourselves in to keep them out.”
They nodded. The one on the right said, “Well, you went out, and they changed you. They almost killed you, but they changed you. Time will tell how much.”
Priina frowned. “What do you mean?” The doctor on the right smiled tightly. “We mean that you cannot live within the city any longer and transport has been arranged for you.” Priina tried to sit up, but the bonds kept her in place. “What? My mother, my sister…”
“Will be taken care of. An assistant will be assigned to help with the farm. Farmers are our backbone after all. We need to take care of you.” He smiled helpfully and left the room.
The remaining physician looked at her and came around to her side. “The Lyran regret your exposure to one of their more vicious members.
They are paying for your rehabilitation and your placement at the Citadel Girls School at Thoola.
They will see you through your adjustment phase.”
“Lyran?”
“One of the many races who live outside the walls of our city, Priina. Perhaps when you have controlled that which struggles to rise within you, you can return to Drevvin.”
She swallowed. “Has anyone else ever returned here?”
He mimicked her mother’s motion of stroking her hair. “No one else has ever survived a Lyran attack. You are a first.”
Priina snapped the cuff holding her right arm down and looked at the blood-dotted bandages. “I really hope that I am the last.” Two days later, her mother kissed her hand as she was transported into the shuttle that would take her to the transport. “It’s all right, Mom. I will be fine. I will write and message as often as I am able.”
Her mother was sobbing, and the kindly physician from the hospital put his arm around her shoulders. Priina watched in shock as he moved with the ease of long experience touching Reeda. He met her gaze, and she recognized her own dark eyes in his face.
He spoke softly. “I will make sure she is taken care of, Priina. Be well and keep in touch.”
“Why didn’t you…”
He patted her fingers. “Tradition, Priina. We are all slaves to the society that our ancestors carved out.”
She fought the tears in her eyes as she was carried into the shuttle and strapped into place for take off. The medical attendant sedated her, and as the shuttle rumbled to life, Priina was lost to darkness.



Chapter Two 
It had been six years since Priina arrived on Thoola, six years and countless changes to her body that did not involve her scars fading.
“Priina, Priiiiinnnnaaaaa.” A hand waved in front of her eyes, and Priina smiled at her friend Yali.
“What?”
“You were millions of miles away.” Yali had the interesting orange skin and bright green hair that her people were so proud of, it made her very difficult to ignore.
“Actually, I was very much in my own skin.” She stroked her forearm with its casing of the tight flesh-coloured bodysuit.
“You look fine, Priina. You always look fine.” Yali smiled, showing her blue teeth.
The violent colours of her species always helped Priina to smile. “Thank you, but I don’t think that the recruiters are coming to see my personal presentation.”
A recruiter for Citadel Lowel was coming, and Priina was being encouraged to let her wild side out for public viewing.
The wildness that was now part of her had taken years to control. Her physical shift was still a foreign experience, but she could manage to shift in and out of her new body with dexterity.
“No, they want to see you run, jump and lift your way through the obstacle course that the rest of us have been working on in the courtyard.” Yali chuckled. “It is going to be quite the event.”
“I can’t wait.” She took a sip of her tea and noticed that her nerves were having an effect on her body. Her nails were long and thick, clinking against her cup.
The dining hall was full. The girls who had come to Thoola for education in standard matters as well as to learn to control psychic and physical talents gossiped, giggled and lived lives that were surprisingly normal considering the power that they wielded.
“I am looking forward to it. The Citadel personnel who work with the Sector Guard are the best of the best, and no one outmatches Udell. I think that you winning placement at the Lowel Citadel would suit you. You are the best of the best, Priina. It is time you started believing it.” Priina snorted. “I was mauled, and my biology copied my attacker. That is not the same as being born with a talent.”
Yali grabbed her hand, heedless of the claws.
“But you have adapted to something that you had no right to expect. You were going to live your life as a farmer. That was it. You would find a nice man, get pregnant and register him at your record’s office. That was going to be your life.” Priina swallowed and took another sip of tea. “I met my father on my last day at home. He was next to my mother when they loaded me on the shuttle.”
“Is that not usual?”
“No. The women own the businesses, and the men run the service industries. He’s a doctor, and I never got his name.” She sighed and squeezed Yali’s hand a little too hard. She let go when her friend winced.
“Can’t you ask your mother?”
“No. It isn’t done. Besides, she is pregnant with another baby right now. She has other things to think about.”
Her mother and sister had gone on with their lives. Her sister now ran the farm, and her mother had one son and another baby on the way. It was Cial tradition to replace a lost child, and her mother was going to continue until she got another daughter.
Two instructors appeared at the door of the dining hall. “Apprentice Priina Jarcor, you are summoned to prove yourself.”
Priina set down the cup and got to her feet. She hugged Yali and turned to follow the instructors who had helped her come to grips with the changes in her body.
The light of day made her smile as they exited the enclosed environment of the Citadel. The wall around it was blissfully familiar, and it had helped her feel more at home than any other feature at her new home. She enjoyed being enclosed.
Once outside the wall and gate, she faced a shuttle and two masculine figures that provided a very dashing image. One of the two hooked her attention. She couldn’t help her blush, he smelled great even from thirty feet away.
The other one smelled fine, even interesting, but he didn’t come close to the man next to him.
The less interesting male came forward. “Thank you, Instructors. Is she prepared?” Priina answered him. “Do you wish me to begin now?”
He smiled. “Please.”
She slipped off her student robes and then peeled off her suit until she was wearing nothing but skin and scars. The instructors backed away, and she let the change wash over her. It took three seconds, but the moment her transformation was complete, she began the running portion of the course.
Her toes dug into the ground and propelled her onward as she went to all fours. Her muscles bunched and extended, revelling in being able to work to their full capacity. Once the running was over, she had to flip chunks of stone end over end.
After that, it was a dexterity test with assembly of a puzzle. It was particularly awkward with her claws, but she managed it and returned to the instructors to shift back and retrieve her clothing.
Slow applause came from the two men who were watching her. The attractive one stepped forward. “May I take a turn?”
She nodded as she slipped into her bodysuit and tugged her robes into place. “Be my guest.” One of the instructors raised her hand and reset the course.
Priina’s mouth opened as he shifted into a form eerily similar to her own transformation. Her skin grew clammy as he moved with the lightning speed she remembered, and her tea rose to the surface as he flicked the stones over with one hand. His claws were almost dainty as he completed the puzzle.
He sprinted back and shifted into his more socially acceptable form inches from her. “I am very glad that you managed to adapt, Cial.”
“I am glad that you stopped your clan member, Lyran.” She licked her lips.
He grinned and inhaled deeply, closing his eyes with pleasure. When he opened them, his gaze was direct. “You remember me then?”
“It would be hard to forget. The details of that night are carved into my flesh.” He nodded. “I regret that I did not get there sooner, but we did not know he was hunting near the wall.”
She smiled brightly. “May I learn your name?”
“Rhanos Garvik of the Tress Clan.” He inclined his head with his hand over his heart.
She followed his example with her fist over her heart instead of an open palm in the Cial tradition.
“Priina Jarcor of the Jarcor farm.” The smug male came forward. “Argen Tapz, pleased to meet you.”
He extended his hand, and the moment she made contact with him, he jerked violently. He hissed and released her. “Well, you pack more of a wallop than Rhanos does. Impressive.” She tilted her head. “I don’t understand.” Rhanos pulled his companion aside and away from Priina. “Argen is a power sensor. It is less useful and more useful than you can imagine. It does make him an excellent recruiter.” Argen chuckled. “Well, you have met the power requirement, but there is an untrained quality about your energy. I believe that working with Rhanos to focus your energy will be a benefit.
But, you do require practice before assignments can be considered.”
“Practice? I thought I was pretty good at it.” Priina frowned.
Rhanos took a step closer to her. “You are very good at it for someone who came to the shift so late. You do need to learn to listen to your instincts.”
Her eyes widened. “I have spent the last six years subverting the instincts that came with this change. Now, you are telling me to simply give in to them?”
Rhanos grinned. “Under supervision. Yes.”
“Supervise this.” She turned and stalked back toward the Citadel gates.
The two instructors allowed her to pass and kept the men from following her. Priina ran into the grounds and halls that she had come to call home and made a beeline straight for her quarters.
She breathed deeply and tried to calm herself as she paced restlessly from one end of her small chamber to the next.
Her senses alerted her to the headmistress of the Thoola Citadel as well as the placement coordinator outside her door. It seemed that her instinct to hide had made a fool of her as well.



Chapter Three 
The two administrators sat her on her bed and surrounded her. Her inner beast wanted to claw at them, but the good little Cial that controlled her held her hands on her lap.
“Priina, it is time for you to leave. You have learned all you can about the change to your system, and it is time to test it in real-life situations.” Wadara Povix, headmistress of Thoola, smiled at her in an encouraging manner.
“What if I don’t want what the men are offering?”
Tarnulishka, the placement officer, laughed.
“That is the story of this school. It started to let the girls work on their own skills away from the distraction offered by the males of their respective species.”
“I mean, what if I don’t want to give into my instincts? Rhanos seems pretty certain that it is what has to happen.” She dug her hands in her hair. “These instincts aren’t even mine!”
Wadara placed her hand on Priina’s arm.
“Calm. If you embrace your instincts, then perhaps, your control will come more naturally.
You won’t be fighting with yourself all the time.” Priina gave her a long, considering look. “You are serious.”
“I am very serious. My species has a history of violent behaviour, and I haven’t killed a student in months.” She winked.
Priina was startled into laughing. “Can I come back if it doesn’t work out?”
Tarnulishka smiled, “You will be reassigned to less of an active position if you cannot adapt to life at Citadel Lowel.”
Priina inhaled sharply, “Then, I suppose I had better pack, that is, of course, provided that they are still waiting for me.”
Wadara snorted. “Oh, they are waiting. Rhanos will not move until you are on that shuttle. His kind is rather stubborn about that sort of thing.”
“His kind?”
“Lyrans. They were seeded on nine different worlds and only thrived on three.” The coordinator smiled. “When they find someone they can partner with, they are very determined.” There was a subtext there that Priina wasn’t sure she wanted to catch, but she got to her feet, grabbed her bag and packed while they watched over her. It was time to crawl through the proverbial wall to see what was on the other side.
It had to end better this time.
* * * *
Her hands shook as she fastened the seat harness. She was really doing it. This was way worse than chasing after stray varek.
Rhanos kept looking back at her with a concerned expression, but she kept her face as straight as she could manage.
He smiled softly. “We are heading to Balen Base for training. The forests and terrain are far more suitable than any other world with a Citadel or Sector Guard base.”
She nodded. “Thank you for the update. Is there anything we can do about me having to get naked before the shift?”
Argen piped up, “I liked that part. You are in excellent shape, young lady.”
Priina blushed as Rhanos snarled at the man piloting the ship.
She stared out the viewport until they cleared the atmosphere of Thoola, and when they were in space, she pulled out her data pad and did some reading.
Education was her favourite part of her time on Thoola. Having the knowledge of thousands of species at her fingertips was intoxicating.
She rifled through the history of the Lyran people and was unsurprised that their history was remarkably similar to that of the Cial. They were a designed race that had been too wild to keep in captivity. They had split into nine colonies and landed on a variety of worlds.
Six of the colonies failed. They collapsed and died out, but three survived and thrived in the wilderness of the worlds that they inhabited. If Rhanos and her sense of smell were telling the truth, he was the beast who had rescued her six years earlier.
There was little to nothing said about the social structure of the species. Though a few of the donor species were listed. Azon, Hickom and Wyoran were in the genes, much as they were in Priina’s own genetic heritage.
She had already looked into the initial design of the Cial. Their sense of personal preservation had made them bad for business, and the Nashthinic designers had been forced to scrap their entire run. Instead of killing them, they dumped Priina’s ancestors on Drevvin fifty years before the Lyrans arrived.
The wall had gone up in two years, after ten percent of the Cial population had been transformed into Lyrans.
She sighed and looked up, her gaze colliding with Rhanos’s. “I am sorry, did you want something?”
He smiled, and she could see him working out what to say. “I was merely wondering how much you knew about your species and mine and what they meant to each other.”
Argen snorted but didn’t comment.
“I am aware that the Cial were prey of a sort.
Many of my people underwent this same transformation before the wall went up.” He frowned. “It was not forced on them, but our young have issues with self-control. When your farmers got between our young and their prey, they became infected. If the Cial were not so adaptable, it would never have been an issue. A few stitches would have seen them fine if they had been almost any other species. Once we knew what you were capable of, there was a rash of kidnappings as brides of fresh bloodlines were taken. As soon as they were infected, there was no possibility of them being returned to your people.”
She nodded. “They would have killed them.
The first days of the change are so hard. They would have killed everyone in their path, not just infecting them.”
He frowned. “Is it so very difficult?” She stared at him in shock. “They had to keep me in a cell with a null. When I did run across the countryside, they had to keep all the domestic animals under guard. Eventually, I gained control but not until after I had caused all manner of difficulty to the school as they attempted to keep the rest of the population safe.”
“On Drevvin, we could have taken you through it, kept you safe.”
She shivered. “That was not an option. If I had seen the one who attacked me, adapting to my new body would have been the last thing on my mind and blood would have been the first thing on my hands.”
He saw something in her expression, and he nodded curtly. “Understandable under the circumstances.”
“I think so. That is one of those instincts that I have so successfully throttled down. I meditate. I concentrate on keeping it under my control at all times. My more savage instincts are closely watched and guarded.”
Argen snickered, “There is nothing wrong with giving into instinct now and then, Priina.” Rhanos scowled at his companion. “I do not like your tone, Argen.”
Argen let out a bark of laughter. “Tough. You will have to listen to my tone the rest of the way to Balen.”
A fleeting smile crossed Priina’s lips as she watched the two men bickering. She tuned them out and went back to reading the history of designed races in the Alliance. It was a far more interesting topic than whatever the men were talking about.



Chapter Four 
Balen was beautiful. There was nothing better than a fresh world to whet the appetite.
Priina’s blood hummed with eagerness as she looked at the mountains, forests and rivers of the newly surfaced world.
There was nothing better than a world where she could just disappear into the mist and no one would know where she was.
The Citadel outpost was situated on the barren expanse of a plateau. Argen settled the shuttle on the marked landing area and turned. “Ready or not, here we are.”
He was so chipper, part of Priina wanted to give him a slap, but she put her data pad away, unclipped her harness and got to her feet. Rhanos had his hand extended to help her, but she smiled and walked past him to the storage area where her uniforms and bodysuits were.
She heaved the duffel to her shoulder and followed Argen out of the shuttle and onto Balen.
A woman with chalk-white skin and dark hair was there to greet them. She smiled and multiple colours swirled in her gaze. “Welcome to Balen. I am Zenina-Balen, Avatar of the world beneath your feet.”
“I am Priina Jarcor, apprentice of the Citadel and beast of Drevvin.” She stepped forward, and the Avatar took her hand with a pleasant expression.
“Be welcome here, Priina. We have not repopulated all the animals, so there are several areas that are free for your use. You do not need to worry about the hunt taking over your mind.” Priina sighed. “That is both a comfort and a misery. When can I take a run?” A voice from behind her was clear and firm.
“As soon as you put your bags down and get out of those robes.”
She turned, and Rhanos was watching her, his own bag slung over his shoulder. Argen looked bored. He wasn’t carrying any bags. “Well, as you are both settled here, I am going to be taking the shuttle up to Station 13 for an overhaul. Call me if you need me.”
She looked around and headed for the building.
Zenina-Balen kept pace with her. “You will do your training here, and when Rhanos pronounces you fit for duty, you will receive the suit that Tech has designed for you.”
“A suit?”
“It will cease your necessity for undressing before you shift. Citadel Thoola forwarded your measurements for before and after the shift.” Priina noted that the Avatar’s feet were not in contact with the ground. She was literally gliding above it.
* * * *
Inside the Citadel, Zenina-Balen led the way through empty chambers and halls. “We are still short staffed, so food units are in your rooms. You have the room next to Rhanos.” The man in question was right behind her.
Priina could feel every motion of his body and every beat of his heart. She hoped that it was simply a side effect of her transformation, because what it meant otherwise was not something she wanted to consider.
Zenina-Balen smiled as she opened the door to Priina’s room. “I will be around, just shout out if you need something.”
“Thank you. I will.” She inclined her head politely, and the Avatar walked off with a spring in her step.
“The sooner you drop your bag, the sooner you can go for a run without worrying about getting into hunting mode.”
It was so tempting that she entered her room, shucked off her apprentice robe, her bodysuit and pulled the loose wrap that the Citadel seamstress had provided her with for just this sort of thing.
Barefoot and restless, she padded back to the hall and waited for Rhanos. He appeared wearing a short wrap around his hips and a grin. Nothing more. “Come along. It has been too long since I had a free run, I can only imagine what you are going through.”
They walked together, and she admitted. “My skin is too tight and crawling with power. I jump at every sound, and I crave meat in my teeth.” He nodded, a fine sheen of sweat appearing on his skin. His torso was often exposed to sunlight, but his thighs showed where his wrap had shifted to reveal his tan line.
Priina felt her breath come faster as they made their way back into the pure air of Balen. “I don’t want to shift out in the open.” He nodded and showed her how to leave the plateau. “There are stairs carved into the stone.
You can come and go this way as you please.”
“Great.” She had a thought. “Why did Argen leave?”
“He is not the sort to wait around. He craves the touch of power, and I believe he is seeing one of the staff members on the station.” She nodded as if she understood, but she didn’t. Who would want to leave this green and growing world?
They walked down the stairs, and the forest engulfed them. Priina shivered as her beast rose inside her, clamouring to be free.
“Your instincts are powerful. You need to let them lead you instead of trying to control them.
Once you recognize what they are trying to tell you, the control will come. You have not been allowed to seek out the pleasures inherent in the change, so this is a big day for you.” Rhanos was looking around them and smiling.
Her instincts told her that he was trying not to be threatening. “How long do we have?”
“Until sundown. When Saru fades, we need to return to the Citadel and have what will translate into a great feast. If you were with a Lyran clan, your first free run would be celebrated.” She nodded, slipped the wrap off her shoulders and hung it on a tree. With a deep breath, she concentrated and let her beast come.
Her claws extended, fur sprouted, she grew a foot in height and her toes dug into the ground.
She shook her head and snapped a few times to get used to the feel of her muzzle. Her ears flicked back and forth, taking in the soft rustles and crackling of the forest around her.
She moved her tail cautiously, testing her balance. Priina had never transformed so slowly before. It was always a rush of pain and power.
Your form is lovely. 
What?  She whirled around and saw the beast from that night so long ago at very close range.
I simply said that your form was lovely. You have much grace in your hunting shape. 
She flicked her ears in confusion. Thank you? 
You are welcome. Now, shall we run? 
She turned and let her body do what it craved.
She ran.
The trees seemed to melt out of her path as she sprinted through the woods. She ran until her blood was hot and her spirit felt free. When she became thirsty, she sniffed out an icy stream and drank her fill.
Rhanos had watched her exercise, but he was doing his own thing. He joined her at the stream and drank beside her.
The sunlight sprinkled through the treetops and dappled the rich brown of his fur into a fawn gold. If she had a normal face, she would have smiled at how pretty he looked.
Her beast was happy. It curled up in the sunlight and flicked her nose with its tail. An inward smile was once again on her mind.
After her beast was recharged, she got up on all fours and she lunged toward Rhanos. He lifted his claws to fend her off, but she went up and over him with ease, landing in the icy water and splashing him from head to toe.
Her voice was a low, coughing growl as she laughed at the disgust on his features at his wet body. He shook his form violently, and droplets of water sprayed out.
Priina knew a good idea when she saw one, so she left the icy stream and walked next to him, shaking her skin in a peculiar reflexive shudder that she had never engaged in before.
Smug, she returned to her little patch of sunlight and curled up again.
What was that? 
An exercise in whimsy. I have never engaged in whimsy while in this form before. It’s fun. 
Try to keep your whimsy on the dry side. I am not a fan of getting wet. 
Tough. You brought me here. You will have to deal with the consequences of your actions.  Her smugness knew no bounds.
He crouched low and growled, and her beast rose to react. Priina let her.
Rhanos’s eyes were a peculiar red and gold as he hunched down and lashed his tail.
Priina moved to mimic his posture, head high and back straight. She was not his subordinate.
She was here to learn about her own abilities to make her a more effective operative.
She watched him, and the moment his weight shifted to lunge at her, her beast was up in the air, twisting to land on his back with a thud before she jumped off him and braced for his second attack.
Priina, how did you do that? 
I let my instincts lead me. Can’t you jump like that? 
Not from a standing start. You simply went up, paused and then came down. 
She shook her fur and snorted. If you analyze it too much, it all falls apart. 
I have never seen a Lyran hover. Never. 
You have never seen a Lyran like me. So, the sun is fading, and it is time to return to the Citadel. I think I have earned a snack. 
Before he could respond, she was running through the forest, confident in her ability to find her own clothing once again. She thanked her inner beast as it took her directly to her wrap and shifted back to her pale self without hesitation.
She slipped on the wrap and was on her way back to the Citadel when Rhanos caught up to her.
He gripped her arm and turned her, not speaking. She met his gaze, and he stared into her eyes before he lowered his head for a kiss that was part tasting, part claiming.
Priina listened to her instincts, and in seconds, her arms were around his neck, holding on for dear life. As instinct went, she should have given it a second thought.



Chapter Five 
Priina felt his arms around her as he lifted her against him. She also felt that he was still naked and she was the next thing to it.
She pushed away from him, and he let her go with a groan. She staggered back and got her balance as he struggled to get himself under control.
Her hands shook as she held the edges of her wrap tightly together. “That was…” He stalked to the branch where he left his clothing and tied it on with short jerks.
“Unexpected. Shall we return to the Citadel?” She stepped past him cautiously. “I think that would be wise.”
He offered her his hand, and despite her misgivings, she placed her palm against his.
Rhanos closed his fingers around hers carefully and tugged her gently back to the stairs up to the plateau.
They walked in silence.
Priina was locked in her thoughts and desperately confused by the strange hum in her body. With her life surrounded by women, her reaction to this man and her inner beast’s reaction to the savage bulk of his form were far out of her experience.
She had a few calls that she was going to make as soon as she had some privacy, but she had no idea how long the celebratory meal was supposed to take.
Zenina-Balen was speaking softly to a man who glowed with power. She said something, and he laughed, dipping his head to kiss her thoroughly.
Zenina-Balen smiled softly as they dissolved the kiss and came over to greet them. “So, how was it?”
Priina blushed to the roots of her hair. Her voice came out as a squeak, “Fine. It was fine.” Rhanos answered and kept walking. “She is a natural. A faster, smoother and more agile female I have never seen.”
“Good. The food servers are fully stocked.
Enjoy your evening.” Zenina-Balen lifted effortlessly and took to the skies. The male followed her.
“That is Zenina’s husband, Rolland-Saru, the Avatar of the star Saru.”
“Oh. Okay.” She followed step by step to the Citadel.
“Zenina’s mother and Saru’s previous host were mates. Alriel died and Olaris lived on to keep his daughter safe. They lived on Station 13 while Balen was refurbishing.”
“And came down here when the Citadel was built?”
“And the Balen Base. Olaris runs the Balen Base now that he has retired. They are slowly collecting more Guardsmen.”
“Why? Why collect more Guardsmen if there is a full contingent in orbit?”
“Eventually, Station 13 will move on its way.
Balen will be its own protector and the protector of all worlds in this sector.” The emptiness of the halls was not oppressive.
The interior had a waiting feeling, as if it was simply letting the time pass until it was full.
“Why aren’t there any other Citadel personnel here?” Priina’s instinct was to speak quietly in the empty space.
“The support staff and educators will come when there are students who wish to learn. Until then, this place is for creatures like us who need the open space and the lack of supervision.” Rhanos led her to their side-by-side rooms and grinned. “Your chambers or mine?” She bit her lip. “Mine, I suppose. I did not really have a chance to check out the interior. I just chucked in my bag and stripped.”
He grinned. “Then, by all means, your rooms. I will make some selections, and you can try out Lyran food.”
She smiled tightly. “I can’t wait.” Inside her room, she found two separate spaces.
The area closest to the door was her bedroom, and it contained a desk. The other portion was the living and recreational space. A low couch faced a large view screen and the controls were built into the arm of the furniture.
Priina held the wrap around her and took a seat on the couch, using the controls to raise a low table from the floor. “Nice.”
Rhanos chuckled. “They did not spare any expense when they constructed this facility.” He came to the seating area with a tray and set down a selection of beverages. “The food is heating. I thought you could use something to drink.”
She leaned forward and took one of the tiny cups that he filled. “What is this?”
“Kurru berry. The one next to it is Kurru berry wine. The one next to that is caf, water, then a selection of teas that we used to prepare from the plants of Drevvin. Try them and see which ones you like.”
She smiled weakly as she realized that he was fully aware she had no experience beyond the walls of the Cial city. “Thank you for knowing this.”
“There is no way you could know the ways of Drevvin outside of the walls. This will help you if we ever return to my home. I will spend the next few days giving you as much training as a Lyran youngster would get.”
She sipped cautiously and started a collection of what she preferred and what she didn’t. “What do children learn in the Lyran clan?”
“How to hunt, how to capture, how to evade a predator, all of those things and more.” Rhanos chuckled and named her rejects before he slugged them back.
“How do I learn all that in just a few days?” She sniffed at one of the teas and made a face.
“Try the Gatha tea. It is an appetite suppressant and can sustain you on a long day if you don’t have anything else to eat or drink.” He smiled.
“We use it in our water sacks when we travel.” She looked at him in surprise. “You get to travel?”
He got to his feet as the food prep chimed. “Of course. The Cial compound is one large dot on Drevvin, and the rest of the world revolves around it. We live our lives, meet with the others and engage in standard trade with representatives of other worlds. The herbs grown on Drevvin are instrumental in many medicinal treatments when the governments have restrictions on technology.”
“Really? Wow. Inside the walls, we just live day to day, growing what we can to feed the population.” She sipped at the wine again.
“Population control is urging folks to keep producing children, but the growth does not keep up with those who die. The Cial are dying though it is a death by inches.” Her conversations with her mother had proved it. She had been asked to bear a third child because Priina had left.
“Does the Citadel know of this?” Rhanos was fixing her a plate with a variety of foods.
“Yes. I told them the day my mother told me that the government had requested an additional pregnancy. They don’t normally do that if you have two surviving children.”
She took the plate and nodded as he described the bits. There was a lot of meat and none of it varek. She liked the food better than she did the beverages. “This is all Drevvin?”
“It is. Do they hurt?”
She looked up in surprise, and his gaze was fixed on her forearms. The scars were hot pink against her normal flesh. “No. Not usually. I still have nightmares though. The minder at Thoola was giving me therapy sessions, but she couldn’t take my memory or I would lose what control I had over the transformation.”
He nodded and reached out but paused before he made contact. “May I?”
She extended her arm to him and let him touch the claw marks. “You may.”
He ran his fingers over the ridges. “I should have killed him.”
“It wouldn’t have made any difference. My varek clawed through the stone on my side over generations. I am guessing that your male did the same when it heard the beasts scratching at the wall.”
He trailed his fingers up her forearm and around her elbow to her bicep. Her skin tingled under his touch, so she shifted away from him.
“And that is enough of that.”
Rhanos smiled and filled a plate of his own.
“Well, I am glad you retained use of your limbs and nerves.”
“What did happen to him, the one who attacked me?” She licked her fingers and blushed as she noted that his gaze was focussed on her mouth.
He cleared his throat. “He was judged by the clan council and shunned for five years. He re-joined the clan last year, and his family tithes ten percent of all earnings to your upkeep.” Priina choked and spluttered. “What?”
“It is his family that paid for your Citadel training and medical care. The Danyik clan deeply regret the incident and hope to one day express their apologies in person.”
“They paid for everything? Including the suit that I have to wear?” She felt peculiar about that.
It didn’t feel right.
“Yes, including the suit that you will be given.”
“Suit? How will a suit fit me if I have to transform?”
“It will shift with you. I have a battle suit as well, though it isn’t as fancy as the one you will be wearing.”
She perked up. “You have seen it?” Rhanos stroked the controls in the couch, and he brought up a data file that opened under his direction. The image of a gold suit with red accents slowly rotated on the screen.
“How does it fit?”
“It expands and contracts as you shift. What do you think?” He raised his brows in query.
She frowned as the image of the lovely armour continued to rotate. “I hope it doesn’t get caught in my fur.”
Rhanos choked and coughed as laughter spilled out of him. “You know, I hadn’t thought of that.”



Chapter Six 
Priina stared at the spot in the wall where Rhanos had exited. Their rooms were adjoining, and she hadn’t even guessed.
After seeing her armour, they had watched a Lyran documentary that covered the Drevvin population and countryside. She had watched with fascination as she saw a view of her home world that she had never imagined.
Now, alone in her bed, her heart pounded sluggishly against her ribs and her skin felt hot. It was strange to think that she was alone in a huge building with a man she had met once six years earlier. What were the odds that we would be in the same place at the same time? 
She restlessly turned over and thumped her pillow. Dawn was only a few hours away, and she would need what sleep she could get if she was to track him at first light.
* * * *
Rhanos shook her awake. “Come on, Priina. A bit of breakfast and then time for a hunt.” She sat up, holding the covers to her chest.
“Why are you in my room?”
“I am here to make sure that you eat something before you take after me in the forest.” He turned and put a tray with a meal of eggs, cured meat and crisped bread on her lap.
She blinked. “Thank you. Did you eat already?” He nodded. “I did.”
She rubbed her eyes with one hand while fumbling for her eating prong with the other. With bleary concentration, she worked her way through the food while Rhanos tidied her room.
She mumbled. “Why are you tidying?”
“I like things in order, and I haven’t given you time to settle in.” He hung her robes up and brushed at her suit from the day before. “You don’t need to wear this anymore.”
“If we are out in public, I prefer not to be stared at.” She sighed and shifted restlessly. She wanted to get up, but he was still in her room.
“I will give you a bit of privacy.” He disappeared through the door between their rooms, and she set the tray aside and darted for the lav. Going to bed with a full selection of teas in her belly did not make for a slow rise from the sheets.
Her hair was wild as she washed her hands and made faces at herself in the mirror. It was a tradition that she had begun as a child and there was no reason to stop it now. The faces made her feel more centred for some reason, as if she could see herself the way others saw her for a few moments, a monster.
Priina knew that on the exterior she looked like a victim, but inside, she had always been something different than the other Cial around her. Her spirit of adventure had not been suited to living behind the wall. She had been more alive in those few seconds she was outside in the wild than she had ever been living on the farm.
Now that life was beginning to take steps in a whole new direction, every inch of her was humming with energy and that energy could change direction with a moment’s notice. To say she had become moody since the transformation was a gross understatement.
She snarled at her reflection and was unsurprised to see her fangs out. It was a grim mood that she was in, and she was going to have to use that intensity to her advantage.
* * * *
Down at the edge of the forest, she stood next to Rhanos as he explained the exercise. “I will run.
You will wait until the timer rings and then come after me. You can either take me down or trap me, but you have to render me immobile before you will be declared the winner.”
“What do I win?” She took the timer and noted the manner in which it worked.
“A future favour of any nature.” She chuckled. “Well, with that dangling in front of me, I would have to say you had best get going.”
She raised the timer and started it.
He muttered to himself, took off his wrap and headed for the woods, shifting as he moved.
Priina looked at the timer and watched it. At the one-minute mark, she draped her wrap over the nearest branch and daintily picked up the timer. She scented the air, picking up the unmistakable scent that marked Rhanos and focussed on it. The timer went off, and she carefully attached it to the fur near her ear before she began to follow the scent of her companion.
She ran through the woods at high speed, testing the age of the scent and smirking inwardly as she got closer. Her ears perked as she began to hear the occasional rustle or minute crackle of the underbrush.
Priina kept her muzzle tightly closed as she approached him. She could hear his soft panting only a few metres from her current position.
Her instinct told her to tread cautiously so that is what she did. The tripwire was a shock. He must have placed it before he woke her. She moved over it and kept an eye out for the next one.
Her caution paid off. Two more trip wires were strung across the path. He was a sneaky bugger.
She took the added precaution of playing birdsongs from home through her mind. She had always enjoyed the birds that flew over the wall.
They had such lovely songs.
Priina circled his location, and when she was sure that she was free of traps, she moved, tackling him and rolling with him in the brush.
He snarled and snapped as she fought with him, but her hands got a grip right where she wanted it. She let him fight his way free, and as he bounded out of the small clearing, she gripped some light saplings and started to twist them into a snare. She had five minutes, so she worked as quickly as she could.
When she heard the timer go off, she barked a laugh. He let out a howl of surprise, and she used that howl to locate him.
Snickering silently, she followed the scent of his confusion. Surprise always caused a jolt of hormones that came out in pheromones. It wasn’t quite fear, but it made him easy to track.
She moved past him and howled. The noise felt so very right that she wanted to do it again, but as it was, it did what she wanted him to do. He ran back to the clearing and through his own snares.
There were yips and barks before he thrashed back into the clearing. The yelp from there made her bare her teeth in triumph.
She entered the clearing and stopped at the sight in front of her. Rhanos was hanging from his ankles and swinging gently, his claws rending the air. Do I win? 
How did you… 
The timer fits nicely just below your shoulder blades. 
I know this from personal experience. 
So, that first tussle? 
Was simply to get the unit in position. It is quite loud, and I thought it might throw you off. I was right. 
She reached out with her clawed hand and swung him lazily back and forth.
You win. Let me down. 
As you like.  She walked to the tree and climbed until she was even with his bound feet. Brace for landing. 
She sliced through the twisted saplings that were standing in for rope, and he dropped to the ground.
He tucked and rolled to his feet rather gracefully. He bared his teeth at her before lowering his head. She took it as a sign of submission, but with the rest of his posture being tense, it was hard to tell.
She sent him a final thought, Race you to the Citadel. 
He didn’t have a chance to respond, she was on her way through the woods, and the leaves and branches seemed to bend out of her way.
Instead of getting dressed, she hooked her wrap on one finger and kept moving. She was on the flat of the plateau before she heard the steps of Rhanos behind her.
She ran for the Citadel entrance with everything in her and quite a bit she didn’t know she had. She cleared the doorway and Zenina-Balen was standing inside with her eyes wide.
“Hello, um…Priina?”
Priina bowed low to the Avatar. With her gaze as enhanced as the rest of her, it was easy to see the tremendous power that the other woman was wielding. It radiated from her in heat-like waves.
“Well, you had better get going if you are racing Rhanos to your chambers. He seems to have gotten the jump on you.” Zenina-Balen’s grin was encouraging.
Priina bobbed her furred head once again and took off from ground level, skipping upward over several steps in huge bounds that she didn’t know she could manage until she drew even with Rhanos and finally passed him on their way to their quarters.
Her momentum was her downfall, and she was forced to grip the doorway in an effort to stop.
Claw marks gouged the wood, but she managed to haul herself into her rooms.
She shifted to skin and dropped over the bed, lying on her belly. “I win again!” He entered the room a moment after her and froze at the edge of her bed, staring at her back.
He shifted forms swiftly, and his expression showed his shock.
“He clawed you as you were trying to get away. May I see all the injuries?” Rhanos knelt at the end of the bed.
“I thought you saw them all when I stripped the first time.” There was something intense in his gaze that he hadn’t had before.
He smiled slightly. “I wasn’t looking at your scars before. I want to see how bad it was.” She debated getting up or hiding in the sheets.
With a grunt, she stood up and let him look. He moved over to where she stood and slowly ran his fingers over the gouges and raised skin.
She knew exactly what he was seeing. Her attacker had been toying with her, trying to make her scream. Her hunting instinct had told her that much. If he had wanted to kill her, she would have been dead. One swipe of his claw across her throat and she would have been dead.
“I will kill him.” The certainty in Rhanos’s tone was unmistakable as he took in the extent of the damage. “There is no way you should have survived this.”
“They thought I was dead until I called for help.”
“You remember it?”
“Of course. I remember it all. I crawled out through the hole in the wall and went looking for my varek. I found their bodies and started to return home when I saw the red eyes. Pain followed in endless strikes until you arrived. I crawled back under the wall and sealed the hole before I set off my beacon. Help arrived, and they were staring at me until I asked them to help me.
The rest is light and pain until they put me under.”
She shivered as his fingers followed each gouge and slash.
“How is it that the healers weren’t able to smooth out the marks?” The frown on his face was fearsome.
“The Cial don’t have healers like the Citadel does, and by the time I was at Thoola, my body fought the healing according to the medics there.
They could only keep me stable and watch over me as the transformation ran its course.” He nodded and got to his feet. In that moment, his nudity went from casual to intriguing, but she suspected that her body was now an object of disgust or pity to him.
She slumped her shoulders and turned away an instant before he gripped her arms and kissed her.
She was held in place by his hands as his mouth and tongue duelled with hers. Her instincts roared within, and she followed them, twisting and tackling him to the bed.
The wildest moment in her life began, and she had to admit that instinct was a powerful teacher.



Chapter Seven 
Priina was unsure of how to begin a conversation after they had spent hours exploring every inch of each other. She slid out of bed and crossed to get a pot of tea from the dispenser.
“It was your first time.” His voice was as low and husky as it had been during his whispered instructions.
She blushed and looked down. “Of course it was. I was raised at an all-female Citadel. I will take a shower.”
There was a rush of fabric, and he was behind her with his arms around her. “I did not mean to embarrass you. It is just unusual for a Lyran female to be untouched at your age. Biology is a powerful motivator.”
She shrugged but leaned back against him as his arms wrapped her in warmth and his scent surrounded her. “Among the Cial, biology is a matter of necessity. We breed for the sake of the whole, not for individual entertainment.”
“You found it entertaining?”
Priina chuckled. “At times. Frustrating at others.” She sighed and relaxed. “Does this mean I can skip tomorrow’s exercise?” He snorted. “No. You have to learn to hide yourself in dangerous situations, and with me on your tail, the situation will be dire indeed.” The image in her mind sent a quiver through her. She shook her head to dispel it and placed her hands on his to break his grip. “A shower, I think, and then some fresh sheets. I won’t be able to sleep with that scent in my bed.”
“Then, sleep in mine. We can worry about the bedding tomorrow.” He pressed a kiss to her shoulder.
She looked up at him and came nose-to-nose with him. “Is that appropriate?”
“With only you and me here, who else is to know?” He stroked a hand over her hip.
Her eyes crossed with the effort to meet his gaze at such close range. “I will know.”
“But, the true thing is, do you mind?” Rhanos had it in one. She didn’t really mind, but she was not sure how she felt about her lack of concern. She should be more circumspect, shouldn’t she?
“I don’t think I do mind. That is confusing in and of itself.” Priina scowled. “This is a very new situation for me.”
He kept his arms around her and walked with her to the lav. He coached her into the shower, putting his body between her and the spray until it heated. It was strange to be bathed like a child considering that those hands had definitely acknowledged her grown form just an hour earlier.
She let him shampoo her hair and finger comb the tangles out, she rested her forehead against his chest and let the water run over her back, unknotting muscles that were unaccustomed to intimate activity.
Rhanos turned off the taps, wrapped her in a towel and lifted her off her feet. She wrapped her arms around his neck for balance. She hadn’t been carried since she was a child.
He took her through the adjoining room and set her on the pristine dark blue bed.
She looked around her. “Your room is very…neat.”
He chuckled. “I would apologize, but it is part of me. Everything must be in its place, and you now officially belong in my bed.” She scowled and shucked off the towel as she crawled under the sheets.
He took the towel and wrapped it around his hips.
“That is rather high handed of you, Rhanos.”
He bowed from the waist. “I know. I would claim Lyran tradition, but it has already been made clear that my people are interested in the nearest partner until they choose their mate.” From under the covers, Priina mumbled. “What happens after that?”
He peeled back the covers and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “They are faithful unto death.” She looked up at him and blinked at the dark shadow of his features. “So, are we…”
“Early stages, but yes, we are. I knew it all those years ago. Your blood called to me.” She shivered. “That sounds creepy, but I understand.”
She inhaled deeply and rolled over in the sheets to watch him bustling about. He carried armloads of fabric into his chamber and meticulously hung her clothing in his wardrobe. Apparently, she was moving in.
* * * *
He was awake and perky the next morning, his side of the bed already cold. He shook her gently awake. “Come on, sleepy head. Time to let me chase you through the woods.”
She groaned and pulled the covers back over her head. “I am not in the mood for foreplay.” He laughed and yanked the covers off her.
“Come on. Breakfast by the window while I make the bed.”
She took the light robe he handed her and stalked over to the small table for two by the window. She sat and ate while he made the bed and fluffed the pillows. It was such peculiar behaviour from a large predator that she couldn’t help but smile.
She sipped at her tea while he finished his rounds. When he was done, he sat next to her and had his own cup of tea. “How was your first night’s sleep?”
Priina knew what he was referring to. “It was fine. I don’t think that I am adapting to Balen’s hours. It seems to have much more daylight than Thoola.”
Rhanos nodded. “It does. Balen has increased the growing season to let the new plants get a better start. The forest has been transplanted, but the rest of the world is slowly growing from seed and sapling.”
She nodded and yawned. “So, when do we have to start today’s exercise?” He sighed. “Now. Are you ready to evade me?” Priina cocked her head. “Am I restricted by any rules or regulations?”
He shook his head. “No. Let’s get down to the forest, and five minutes from your shift, I will come after you.”
She nodded and fingered the robe. “Where did this come from?”
He smiled. “The folk of Citadel Thoola sent you off with a care package. There are more clothes in the closet aside from your standard robes.” Priina got to her feet and exited his quarters with him on her heels. The route down to the stairs off the plateau was becoming something she could probably do in her sleep. At the forest edge, she slipped off the robe and shifted. She looked at Rhanos, and he raised the timer, starting it with a shrill beep.
Priina took off into the woods. She found the stream and ran downstream for half a mile, shifted her form a few times as she made her way to confuse him.
Her senses reached out to see him before he saw her, and she crafted a few snares to confound him along the way. Being slapped by branches tied delicately with their own bark was painful but not deadly. It was a shame they would all strike near his hips.
The terrain became sparse as she continued, so she switched her terrain to the trees. She had no idea whether or not Rhanos could make it in the trees, but she had no trouble jumping from one part of the canopy to the next.
Priina sensed him before she saw him. She was forty feet up in a tree, invisible among the branches with only her emerald eyes to give her away. If she squinted, he wouldn’t even see that much.
He bolted down her trail, and he was scenting the air frantically. It had been two hours since the timer was set, and he hadn’t caught her yet.
He let out a peculiar howl, and it struck something inside her. She clamped her claws over her muzzle to keep her from responding. Sneaky bastard. 
She had no idea why she wanted to respond, but when he called out again, the urge to answer him became more urgent.
He moved further away and called again. This time, Priina let herself answer. A mournful howl rippled through the forest, and she quickly snapped her mouth shut as relief ran through her.
He sprinted back as the echoes of her cry reverberated through the woods. He sniffed again and looked left and right in an effort to see her.
His ears must have pinpointed her precise location, because he searched every nook and cranny of the clearing below. She sat amused as he even turned over some turf that she had stuck her claws into.
His frustration was becoming visible in his motions. His head jerked and swivelled as he tried to catch a glimpse of her.
It was entertaining, but he was too focussed on the current location. It was too close to her for her to move. She mentally crossed her fingers, and his head moved again. He was tracking her thoughts!
She thought of nothing, and he snarled before stalking out of the clearing. He was nearby, that she was sure of. Now that Rhanos knew she was nearby, he wouldn’t give up.
Priina shifted silently and identified a new tree to land in. It had plenty of branches and a sturdy trunk, so it would hold her weight.
She started to run again, moving from tree to tree, but now she knew that he was close she was a little less careful. She misjudged one of her jumps and her claws dug into the trunk while she skidded to a halt. With careful moves, she worked her way back up to her target branch, but her cover was blown. The noise of claws on wood brought Rhanos at a run.
She started to jump faster, faster until the canopy was a blur and her reflexes were keeping her up and mobile. She was moving at quite a clip when suddenly, she ran out of forest.
Damn it. 
Her momentum had carried her to a lone tree standing at the edge of a precipice. She could either climb down or wait for him to come and find her. Decisions, decisions. 



Chapter Eight 
Her claws worked pretty well on the stone of the cliff. She descended to the valley floor below and jumped into the river. It whisked her downstream, and when she had covered enough ground, she exited the river with a bit of extra effort.
She shook herself violently and looked up at the sun for the time. It would be two more hours until dark.
Priina shifted back to her normal form and stretched in the sunlight. Balen was a lovely world, and she could imagine how lovely it would be in full bloom when the plant growth had had time to anchor in and become part of the world.
The rocks and rivers made an excellent start to a planet that had so much potential. She could feel the heartbeat of Balen under her feet.
She finger combed her hair while the sun dried it. The moment that she had one hour left, she turned to shift back into her furred form, and she ran back toward the cliff.
A howl came to her on the air, and her beast answered it before she could stop it. It was a worried howl, and she didn’t want him to worry.
Priina moved faster until the ground and shrubs passed in a blur. She scaled the cliff and was almost to the top when she saw the male hunting her. He extended his clawed hand and lifted her by one wrist.
She expected to read his triumph in his mind and body, but he crushed her to him in relief.
Together, they shifted back to skin, and he covered her face with kisses.
She let him work out his worry, and when he kissed her lips, she stroked his cheeks, neck and shoulders, soothing him the way that only contact could.
He shuddered in her arms. “I thought you had fallen.”
“Of course not. I am unstoppable. It was something that the Citadel healers noticed. No matter what damage I sustained while training, I simply would not die. It is baffling. They can’t find which of my genes is triggering the repair, and it becomes more perplexing when the permanent damage of my scars is thrown into the mix.”
He sighed. “You could have told me that.”
“When? Our contact has been a matter of attack and respond. There has never been much of a chance to talk about the peculiarities of our bodies.” She caressed his cheek and smiled. A strong shiver followed closely. “Can we go back to the Citadel now? I am catching a bit of a breeze.” He stroked a hand down her spine.
“Technically, I won.”
“Only because I heard your heart breaking.
That is not a technique that most predators will use on me.” She patted his chest and shifted, bounding over him and running through the forest toward the Citadel.
She heard him give chase with a howl of delight, and she poured on the speed.
How many times her feet struck the ground, she couldn’t say, but she felt like she was flying.
The moment that the stairs appeared in front of her, she darted over, grabbed the robe and headed up the stairway.
She screeched to a halt when she saw Zenina-Balen, a shuttle and two new people. The male put himself between her and the woman, but the young woman with a wave of golden hair peered around him.
“Hello, Priina.” The young woman smiled with the knowing smile of an open telepath.
Priina had met two in her time at Citadel Thoola, and they all had that same slow smile.
Priina nodded and inclined her head, carefully draping the robe around her shoulders as she shifted back into her skin.
Rhanos screeched to a halt behind her, and he put himself between her and the newcomers as she tied her robe. She ran her hand down his fur when she was done.
Priina walked to meet the new female, and the woman met her halfway. “Hello.”
“I am Veera. Zenina-Balen invited me here while I try to get a grip on my talent. It came on a little suddenly. This is my guard and companion, Stanik.”
Stanik saluted though he was looking at Priina with a lot of curiosity.
“You need silence, so we will be on our way to our dinner. I have exercised quite a bit today.” Veera smiled. “Yes, you have been. You will soon be on your way to Udell Base, so Zenina offered me the space while Stanik walks me through self-control.”
Priina laughed. “Funny thing is that I was sent here to lose my self-control. I have to say that the experience has done me good.”
“I hope I have that luck as well.” Rhanos was in a glaring contest with Stanik when Priina turned around. “Come on, fuzzy face.
Let’s let them get settled.”
Rhanos lifted her in his arms and carried her into the Citadel.
“The halls will be a little less empty.” She sighed and rubbed her cheek against his fur.
He opened his chamber and shifted into his skin. “So, no more naked sprints to the finish. Too bad.”
“She said we will be moving on to Udell Base soon. I think she needs the silence.” He frowned and slipped the robe from her shoulders. “What do you mean?”
“I mean that I have known open telepaths before, and if they don’t learn to block soon after they activate, they go insane and die. Silence and calm thoughts are their only balm. So, we are going to keep everything quiet and calm.” He groaned. “You can’t be serious.”
“I can and I am. If she has been sent here because there are no psychotic minds here, then she needs all the silence she can handle. I will give her that. It is the Citadel way. Now, why were you and Stanik glaring at each other?”
“He’s a Lyran. Couldn’t you tell?” She shook her head. “He doesn’t smell like a Drevvin Lyran.”
“He isn’t. He is from one of the other surviving colonies. Yarmor, by the smell of him.”
“Is Veera Lyran?”
He frowned. “I don’t think so. Not pure anyway. I don’t know what she is.” Priina caressed his cheek. “Don’t worry about it, just get me some dinner. I have had a bit of unaccustomed exercise today, and I am feeling faint.”
He walked her over to the bed and set her down with her feet up and her back to the headboard with a throw over her. “I will get you something.”
She chuckled softly as she enjoyed the feeling of being waited on hand and foot. It wouldn’t be all the time, but for now, he was eager to please her, and she was willing to make memories of being pampered.
Priina wiggled her toes under the throw and looked around her. If they kept the joined rooms, they would have enough space to not get under foot, though she had no idea what the space on Udell would look like.
She sighed. Two days on a pristine world was wonderful, and while she had looked forward to a few weeks here, she knew that she didn’t need it.
She had made peace with her inner beast, and it had gotten the time in the wild that it craved.
“Why such a big sigh?”
“We will be going soon, won’t we?” He set a tray with tea and biscuits on the bed.
“We will. Balen and Saru have been watching you.
You came to control far more naturally than anyone expected, including me.” She chuckled. “Damn. I should have fumbled a bit more. What will happen next?”
“Well, the timetable was moved up, so instead of Tech and Phase working on your suit, it will be Cadiela of Station 13. She is in residence and has full capability for altering the battle suit for you.”
“Do you have a fancy suit?”
He chuckled. “Yes. Mine is waiting for me in the shuttle. It is hidden behind one of the panels, and Argen makes fun of it whenever we have to go on a mission.”
She blinked. “He is your partner?” Rhanos shook his head. “Not in the manner you are thinking. He is my pilot. He stays in the shuttle while I take the hits.”
“You can’t fly a shuttle?” She sipped at her tea and inhaled sharply at the heat.
“No. I have only been off Drevvin for two years, and it isn’t a skill I ever learned.” She blinked. “Really? I can fly. I mean, I can fly a simulator. Nine different types of shuttle, actually, and seven skimmer or zipper types.”
“That will be handy, but we will still keep Argen as a pilot.”
“Why?”
“Because if you are tired from a long flight, you will not be ready for action, and when they send us, they really need action.” He smiled and lifted the plate to offer her a biscuit.
“So, we will be heading out into deadly peril at every turn?”
He raised his hand and long claws extended.
“Do you think they would set this loose on a peace-keeping mission?”
She laced her fingers with his, her own claw forming. “No, I suppose we are meant for the quick and violent end to a situation. There is no other purpose to this body but speed and death.” He leaned in, took her teacup from her and set it back on the tray. His kiss was tender and slow.
“There are other purposes to these bodies, Priina.
Let me show you how soft and slow can be something to enjoy.”
“I don’t want to upset Veera.” He pressed soft kisses to her neck. “These walls are lined to prevent the passing of thought. Veera will be fine.”
He moved the tea tray out of the way and showed her exactly what the Lyran body could do when death and fury was not the driving force.



Chapter Nine 
A knock on her bedroom door woke Priina. She heard Rhanos answer it, and soon, he was in his chamber opening the door to a woman who had a case on a hovering lift.
Priina sat up with the sheets to her breast.
“Cadiela I presume?”
The woman bowed her head. “Sorry to wake you. We just need to get this fitting done and test the transformation.”
Cadiela opened her case and began to remove pieces that stacked together into the silhouette of a female form. “Thoola sent us your measurements before and after your shift, so this suit should be able to take the change.”
“Should be?”
“Nothing is certain until it is tested. Now, if you would get out of bed and try this suit on, we will begin the fitting process.” Cadiela smiled.
Priina flipped the covers aside and walked to the suit. “I am guessing that it goes on over skin.”
“That is best. It is fully lined for comfort and insulation when you are as you are now. As you grow into your Lyran shift, the same lining flexes to become an armoured under layer.” Priina wasn’t sure how to get into the armour, but as she approached, it opened up. She turned and leaned into the suit, and it closed around her body, leaving her head exposed and unencumbered.
“The suit recognizes your bio-signature and opens to let you in. Even if someone were able to get between you and the suit, the armour would not close around them. Now, try to walk.” It felt so peculiar to have something pressing on her at all points that her first steps were mere shuffles. As she continued to move, the suit loosened up, the sticking points became smooth and it eventually transformed into something no more restricting than her scar-concealing bodysuit.
Cadiela had beads of sweat on her forehead, and she looked weak. Priina went to the food unit and got some tea and sandwiches. “Here. You look lightheaded.”
“Fitting the armour always takes it out of me.
Until I see you in it, I can’t tell how close the fit is.
Thanks for the food.” Cadiela sat and gratefully ate the snack.
“Can I try a shift?”
“Please. I will get to it the moment I am not so feeble. I have the same skills as other members of the Sector Guard, but I am not designed for repetitive motions. I do better designing the armour than I do fitting it.” She smiled weakly.
Priina took a deep breath and shifted to her Lyran form, the armour fought her for a moment but eventually gave way to surround her in silk and metal.
Cadiela paused with a sandwich halfway to her mouth. “Wow. You are really impressive.” She shifted back to her other form. “Haven’t you seen a Lyran before?”
Cadiela chuckled. “Of course I have but not one like you. There is something in you that radiates power. I am surprised that you don’t know it.”
“How would I? I rarely watch myself while I am in any shape. This one is all scarred up and the other is still frightening to see in the mirror in the morning. It makes brushing my teeth an adventure.”
Cadiela laughed out loud, spluttering as she sipped her tea. “I can imagine it would. Can you try shifting again?”
Priina shifted over and over as Cadiela made minor adjustments until the feel was almost as natural as her own furry skin.
“How does your talent work?” Priina fixed herself a meal, as Rhanos was nowhere to be found.
Cadiela was idly fiddling with her onyx hair and nibbling at her second round of food.
“I key my talent to one suit and compress or stretch the molecular bonds as needed. This suit was particularly difficult as I had to factor in elasticity for your thirty percent increase in height and breadth, not to mention your claws.”
“So, what can strike me with this suit on?”
“You are proofed against most projectiles and the majority of energy weapons. For now, you have the one suit, but after you test it out, another can be made to the same specs. Tech and Phase designed the basics, and I was left to finish the details with material provided by Balen and some minerals pointed out by Saru. So, this suit was a group effort.”
Priina sat comfortably in the armour and smiled at her companion. “This is the first suit? Who made Rhanos’s suit?”
“Rhanos’s suit is based on Lyran designs executed by Tech. He does not have the same resistance to power weapons that you do, but as you are much faster, you will be meeting the enemy long before he arrives. You are wearing the prototype shifter suit for the battle base.
Surprisingly, there are not that many shifters in the Sector Guard or the Citadels.”
“Not that surprising. I am guessing that most shifters just want to stay home and raise little fluff balls of their own. We are fairly environmentally dependent.” That she was referring to herself as a shifter showed her how far she had come in a few days.
“It makes sense. I pity you living at Lowel. It will be barren and there is nowhere to run.” Cadiela’s eyes flashed gold for a moment.
“You are a shifter.” Priina blinked. There had been no clue before now, just a feeling of instant camaraderie.
“I am. I turn into a large cat. It isn’t particularly useful, unlike my secondary talent, but it does mean that I know what you mean about environments. If it hadn’t been for Balen opening his world to us, I am sure I would have gone nuts long before now.”
“Are you stationed at the new base?”
“I am. It is far more appealing than life on the station. Far quieter too. I love running in the moonlight and feeling the light on my fur.” She sighed happily.
Priina smiled and leaned back. “That sounds wonderful.”
“It is. I hope you can visit again. I sense a kindred spirit and would like to talk to you after you have seen some more of the universe. I am guessing that you would have a very interesting take on the situations you are being sent to.” Priina flexed her arm and smiled. “I am sure that my suit will need your expert repairs, and as you mentioned, there would be a second suit required in case of damage or emergency.” Cadiela lifted her teacup. “To meeting again and learning what you are capable of, two things that are very important.”
Priina lifted her own cup in a toast. “To learning how to get out of this suit. Equally important.”
Cadiela laughed, sipped and then set about explaining how to release the metal casing that Priina was currently wearing.
She stepped out with a sigh of relief and walked to the wardrobe to grab a robe. “Oh my.” She pulled out a gown and slipped it over her head, pausing to twirl. “I didn’t know they sent this with me.”
Cadiela was admiring. “You had a l’nal seamstress on Thoola?”
“We did. She taught spinning and weaving to those who had a talent for embedding and empathy.” The wide sleeves were open and draped over her arms when they were still, sliding out of the way when she lifted them. The scars didn’t even look too bad against the deep blue.
“It seems they sent you off with a care package.
Were you an instructor?”
She shook her head. “No. All I know is farming.
I was a student, and I helped out in the barns when my inner beast wasn’t raving for attention. I learned to throttle it down when I was around the herd animals. After a while, they stopped running when I appeared.”
Cadiela whistled softly. “Wow. That must have been tempting.”
Priina shivered. “It was. Twice, I broke free and worried the herd until they were able to calm me down.”
“I can’t be anywhere around herds. It is a relief that Balen is waiting to put forest creatures in this area. I don’t know if I want to be caught up a tree with something fluffy in my jaws.” Priina snickered. “I can empathize with that.”
“I thought you might.”
They sat and chatted in a comfortable manner before Cadiela showed her how to collapse her armour into a carrying shape.
Suddenly serious, Cadiela said, “Always put this on before you leave the shuttle. We have literally had locals fire missiles into the shuttle the moment the door opened.”
Priina felt a chill of warning in that tone. “I understand. Thanks. You have brought me back to reality with a thud.”
“I am not meaning to scare you, but I want you to remain safe so that we can talk again.” Priina reached out and took Cadiela’s hand. An image of a large golden feline with matching gold eyes came to her mind. “You are lovely in your other form.”
Cadiela blushed. “I can see your beast in my mind’s eye as well. You can be far scarier than you give yourself credit for and far more wise. Take care, Priina of the Cial of Drevvin.”
“Take care, Cadiela of Balen Base.” Cadiela cleared up her casings, and after one hug, she left Priina alone.
Priina looked around and went in search of her mate. It was time to step into her new suit and start doing what she was meant to.



Chapter Ten 
After finding Rhanos and Argen in the empty dining hall, she saw something in Argen’s eyes that she had never thought to see. Masculine interest.
Rhanos was on his feet and had his arm around Priina in an instant. “Argen was just telling me that there is an urgent request for our assistance.”
“If the request is urgent, we should go. I will grab my new suit and meet you at the shuttle.” Argen raised his hand. “May I say—before you change—that your dress is truly flattering, much more so than your Citadel robes. I had no idea that you had such a figure.”
Rhanos scowled at him. “I knew, and you keep your gaze to yourself.”
Priina chuckled. “Back in a moment, I will meet you outside.”
She lifted her skirt and darted up toward her rooms. She met Veera in the hall and nodded with a smile before rushing past.
Out of reflex, she entered through Rhanos’s door and rushed to the wardrobe, selecting a bodysuit and boots for her first assignment. A new Citadel robe was hanging, and it made her smile.
It was no longer an apprentice robe but, instead, the deep forest green of a Shift Master. She slipped it on over the bodysuit and grabbed the formed handle of the battle suit. It was not as heavy as it appeared and came easily to her hand.
Whistling happily, she made her way down the stairs and out the doors to the expanse of the plateau. She sighed softly as she mentally waved farewell to the forest where she had learned to release her control.
With a stiffened spine, she walked to the shuttle where Argen was waiting. “Rhanos is inside checking his armour. Apparently, I will be dropping you in one hell of a situation.”
“How far is it?”
“One system over, and we have clearance for a within-system jump. Rolland-Saru will contain any spill over when we go.”
She nodded and got into the shuttle, stowing her suit and taking a seat. “Ready when you are, gentlemen.”
Argen nodded, and Rhanos raised his eyebrows. Argen said, “Right, well, we had better be on our way.”
Rhanos took the seat next to hers and held her hand while they lifted off. A data screen came up in front of them and gave them a briefing on the situation they were entering into.
One hundred fifty priests were being held hostage in their abbey. The nine men who were holding them for ransom were killing one every six hours.
Priina looked at Rhanos. They would arrive with one hour to go before the next one was scheduled to die.
The ransom that was requested would never be paid. The release of twelve dissidents who had been convicted of terrorist actions was not something that the Regar government was willing to engage in. The priests of Universal Harmony were going to pay the price but not if Priina and Rhanos got there first.
“What is the order for treatment of the kidnappers?” Priina’s voice was quiet as she stared at the image of the first two dead priests.
“Treat with extreme prejudice.” Rhanos nodded.
“We are half an hour out.” Argen announced.
“The priests are vegetarians, so that should make identification easier if the attackers are wearing robes.” Priina unbuckled and reached for her suit, stroking the spot that put it into position for her.
As it unfolded, she removed the new robes and the boots and bodysuit. By the time she was ready, the suit was in position, and she backed into her protection with supreme confidence.
Rhanos looked at her with envy. “I have got to get one of those.”
“Wait until we see how good this is at deflecting whatever they are using. Then, we will see if you are worthy enough.” She snickered and pressed a kiss on his lips.
She helped him into his armour, and when Rhanos was ready, Argen announced, “I will be touching down in a minute. The local government knows we are coming, so hopefully, they won’t shoot.”
“Keep your mind open to mine. I won’t use words, but if I see something, I will let you know.” She grinned and patted his cheek. She walked to the rear of the shuttle near the hatch and waited.
Rhanos came up next to her and whispered, “What makes you think I will be behind you?” She chuckled. “I have seen you try to track me. I am a little faster than you are. Try to keep up.” The shuttle dipped and rocked as Argen settled it on the grass. Through a speaker, she heard, “I will be here until I hear otherwise, and if you are not coming back alone, let me know.” Rhanos grinned at her confusion. “The com is the button at your neckline. Argen will only use it in an emergency.”
She touched it and clicked it open and closed.
Rhanos did the same, and Argen came back.
“Coms confirmed. We are ready to go.” She shifted inside the shuttle, and the moment the door opened, she was out. She ran for the nearest cover and identified the hilltop abbey from the data she had been given. Rhanos caught up with her.
I can see it. The lights are all blazing. 
He growled. They are. You take point. I will follow. 
When we get to the abbey, we will go over the walls. 
Right. Time is running out for one of the priests. We had better move. 
He nodded his huge, shaggy head, and together, they ran toward the abbey and the men and women trapped inside.
Priina didn’t know how she would react when she saw the first attacker, but she was prepared for whatever happened.
She went left, and Rhanos went right. Two of the hostage takers were visible on the wall as she climbed nimbly to the upper walk. She listened as the one nearest her came around and quickly slipped in behind him and grabbed his mouth. He tried to bite her, so she twisted and felt his neck snap.
Sighing, she dumped the body over the edge of the wall. Her beast had no trouble with the death, and the Cial in her that remembered the picture of the slaughtered pacifist was not heartbroken.
She hunched down and made her way into the abbey proper by the walkway entrance. She had a duty to perform and several hostage takers to deal with. I have one. 
Me as well. What did you do with yours? 
Tossed it over the wall. 
Good. Where are you now? 
Entering the abbey, there is one in front of me.  She reached out and gripped the man’s arms, snapping them between elbow and shoulder. She stifled his initial scream with her hand but let him drop when she felt the first strike against her armour.
She turned with a snarl and lunged at the new attacker. He felt the caress of her claws as they sliced through his body armour into the flesh beneath.
Three down in total, Rhanos. How are you doing? 
I have two. Four to find. I am heading to the main hall. 
I will meet you there. 
She scented the herd of priests and followed her nose to where four men were standing over a wave of kneeling priests and looking around with nervous tension. She could see Rhanos in the shadows on the opposite side of the hall.
She straightened slightly, letting the gleam of her armour show in the shadows. I am going to get their attention. Hopefully draw them away from the priests. 
Be careful. It may backfire. 
Fair enough. Watch my back. 
It is your front I am most worried about. Watch it. 
She took a deep breath and howled, a low, eerie hunting call that brought the heads of everyone in the room up and had them looking for the source.
The noise reverberated around the room, and the hostage takers could not find the origin point, so their guns came up and aimed at all the shadows.
Excellent. 
Rhanos followed up with a howl of his own.
The men whipped around and faced the back wall where the symbol of the Universal Harmony was carved, which gave Priina the opportunity to grab the priest that had been selected for culling, and she tucked him into a hallway near the hall before she turned around.
No one had been looking when she moved, but as the kidnappers turned, they shouted in alarm that the newest sacrifice was gone.
The priests started a droning chant, and Priina bared her teeth. The chant gave her cover to move, and she shifted in the shadows until she was behind one of the gunmen, waiting for her chance.
The moment that the other three were looking elsewhere, she gripped the man by the neck, and he dropped to the ground. She whirled away before anyone noticed, and when shots were fired to the spot she had just occupied, she kept moving.
And then there were two. 
“Come out, come out, or I will kill this one. You don’t want an innocent death on your hands!” Damn. I will step forward. They might shoot, they might not.  Priina shifted to her skin and armour and spoke. “I am coming out.”
The two survivors pointed their weapons at her as she stepped out. Body armour and lank hair were their primary features.
One of them was holding a young priestess by her hair. Her eyes were serene, but her hands were clenched together.
“Let her go.” She extended her arms to indicate that she wasn’t armed.
“Where are your weapons?” The man who was free jerked his gun at her.
“With my partner. He is around here somewhere.” She shrugged and lowered her hands.
The priests of Universal Harmony were looking up at her with desperate hope.
“We want the freedom for our members, or we will continue killing these priests.” The one holding the young woman jerked her hair, and her serenity faltered as pain flared in.
“That is not going to happen. You can’t have them free. They are being held by the rules of your own world. If you want to kill innocents to free your companions, you have a seriously skewed perception of your place in the universe.”
“Stop where you are.” His hand shook as it pointed at her. “Where are the rest of my men?”
“Dead or really badly hurt.” She shrugged and kept advancing. “Some folk in the universe are predators, some are prey, but if the prey is lucky, some are defenders.”
She smiled brightly and kept pacing toward him. “Guess which one I am?”



Chapter Eleven 
Priina felt the impact of the weapons on her suit and used the momentum to kick up and away from the blast path. In midair, she shifted to her beast form and landed behind the man with the hostage.
Her claws shredded his hand, and her arm around his torso cracked his ribs. She ripped the gun from his hand and broke his fingers to keep him from finding another weapon.
The other man was dead on the ground at Rhanos’s feet. Two alive and seven dead. Do you think we could have done better? 
Rhanos shook his head. We were authorized to kill them all. 
Fair enough. Are we assassins then? 
No, you said it yourself, we are the defenders who are strong enough to take out those who prey on the weak. 
“Excuse me, miss?” The man in the high priests robes came toward her.
She shifted and helped the young priestess to her feet, not looking at the man. “Yes, High Priest?”
“Abbot Wayling.”
“Abbot then. What may I do for you?” She smiled softly at the young woman, and the priestess gave her a watery smile before she burst into tears.
“We would like you to leave our abbey as soon as possible. We do not condone violence within our walls.”
Priina looked at him and cocked her head. “I beg to differ. You did indeed condone violence when the men began to pick you off one by one. I can smell the blood of two priests here in the hall.
You condoned that violence, did you not? You did outnumber them by over fifteen to one.” The abbot blinked in surprise. “We were outgunned. We do not believe in violence. There was nothing we could do.”
“Universal Harmony means that you have to accept the low points with the high, pacifism and violence, death and sacrifice, death and life, attack and defend, these are all opposites reflected in nature. A group of herd beasts with no herder to keep track of them soon dies out from predation.
Accept that we are the herder to keep the predators at bay.”
“You are the predators.” The abbot blustered.
“I beg to differ. My mate and I are both in the presence of a large group of herbivores, and yet, you will not find any of your priests or priestesses consumed, which is a hard thing for a predator to do, by the way.” She crossed her arms and scowled at the man.
Rhanos came up behind her and wrapped his furry arms around her. He tugged her away.
“ If you want to give this man medical attention, that is your business. There is another one wounded in a similar manner in the upper hall. I tried not to kill them, but as they were trying to kill me at the time, it became a matter of instinct.
Have a nice day.” She let Rhanos pull her away.
She pressed the com button at her neck. “We are coming back in. Are you ready?”
“It will be fired up and ready to go by the time you arrive.”
“Good. Running silent.” She disconnected the com and shifted. She opened the doors of the abbey, and she and Rhanos bolted down the hill and back to the shuttle.
The stretching of her legs was extra sweet because she knew that the shuttle would cause her to be inactive.
As they approached, the hatch opened and allowed them inside, sealing after they entered, and the shuttle rumbled into the air.
They shifted back into their other forms, and Priina was about to remove her armour when Argen’s voice came through her com. “Don’t strip down. We have another call. Grab a snack and hold on tight.”
Priina looked to Rhanos and shrugged. They grabbed ration bars and settled together, reading up on their next assignment. Escaped prisoners stole a shuttle and landed it on a developing world. Priina and Rhanos needed to get in, grab the men and get out before the society was damaged by the violence of the newcomers.
Priina grinned, “What could be difficult about that?”
* * * *
Twelve hours after landing, the six men were crammed into the back of the shuttle, cross-tied, and a few wore Lyran scratches. Priina had to keep a grip on Rhanos, because he was interested in ripping out the throat of one of the escapees.
An Alliance warship intercepted them and took the prisoners over, returning them to their high-security facility.
Argen smiled and piloted them to Udell Base.
“Your clothing is being forwarded to Udell, and from there, it will be forwarded to Lowel. The new base is almost ready.”
Priina was crestfallen. She had hoped that she would be able to run across Balen again. “That’s fine, I suppose.”
“It will be fine, Priina. Everything will work out.” Rhanos lifted her hand and pressed a kiss to the back of it.
“I know. I will just have to look forward to assignments like no one else does.” She chuckled and leaned her head against him.
He smiled and held her hand as they were taken to their new home. When they arrived, there was surprising news.
Guardian, the Base Commander of Udell, grinned, “The grounds at Lowel are completed.
Your rooms are ready in the primary unit and the connecting umbilicus is ready to the green space.” Priina perked up. “Green space?”
“Of course. We need an oxygen farm, and there was no better way to do it than to simply build a giant garden. It’s twenty miles wide and forty miles across, the entire structure is domed in.” He was smiling, and Priina knew that her excitement was visible in her features.
“How do we get there? Another shuttle ride?” Rhanos was restraining her with his arms around her waist.
“No. We have a direct means to transfer from one world to the next. I will show you.” Guardian walked them to the pod and smiled.
“Starborn and Comet are there and will show you around. The pod will have you to Lowel in a few minutes.”
“And there is really a place to run?” Priina knew her voice sounded plaintive, but she couldn’t control it.
Guardian nodded. “There really is. The other Citadel Lowel members will be moving over slowly, but for now, it will be you two and those touched by the stars.”
Priina settled in the pod, and Rhanos sat next to her. It sealed and ejected them into space. There was a quiet moment then a whoosh, and they were gliding into place next to another pod.
“That was amazing.” Rhanos shook his head.
A couple who glowed with power met them and introduced themselves. “I am Wiali, this is Braenar. Welcome to Citadel Lowel.” Priina smiled. “I am Priina, this is Rhanos.
Thank you for your welcome. Where is the space to run?”
Wiali took her through the halls where support staff was working, and while Priina admired the construction under the dome, she lifted her head and found the exit to the green space without difficulty. “Wiali, I don’t mean to be rude, but can I familiarize myself with the area and then return for the tour?”
Wiali laughed. “Go ahead. There is a small cabana inside the space to leave your clothing when you shift. Have fun and enjoy what Lowel has to offer. You will be back to work all too soon.”
Priina nodded absently and hauled Rhanos along with her. Fresh air, fresh water and the sluggish heartbeat of a sleeping world under her feet, Lowel had definite potential, and she was going to explore every inch she could.
Death may greet her on the job, but life was waiting back at home. It was a good thought, and she considered embroidering it on a pillow. She would need to hold onto it in the months to come.
After all, Rhanos wanted to take her home to meet his family.



Author’s Note
This is not the last of Priina and Rhanos. When not on duty, they will become shift instructors and hunt masters on Lowel. Everybody needs a hobby.
In Heartbeat of Silence,  we will learn how Veera ended up on Balen and how Stanik intends to help her protect herself when every person near her is an assault on her senses.
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Her writing actively pursues the Happily Ever After that so rarely occurs in nature. It is an admirable thing and something that we should all strive for. To find one that we truly like, as well as love.
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